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Airplanes Really Can Float
Learning to land on water intentionally

PHOTOGRAPHY BY BRADY LANE

BASE LEG. PULL THE power back to 17 inches of manifold pressure and 
extend 20 degrees of flaps. I feel a surge of satisfaction as I remem-
ber to put the flaps to 20 before my flight instructor reminds me…
this time. The landing spot still looks good—an area of ripples half-
way between a point of land and an island. I can see the waves out in 
the open water advancing purposefully to who knows where. 
Endless undulations marching in line like soldiers to the front.

I’ll have to swoop over a line of tall trees at the edge of the lake. 
I hate trees. I always stay much higher over trees than other pilots 
because I don’t trust my ability to judge their height. I like to tell 
people that 35 years of flying doesn’t mean I’m a better pilot than 
you, but it does mean that I have the sense to get scared quicker. I 

like to keep a healthy buffer zone between 
myself and danger. Slowly the airplane 
rolls into the turn to final, and we begin 
the final descent. 

The automated female voice comes  
on saying, “Gear up for water landing.” 
She doesn’t seem to know how to say 
anything else. I both look at and point to 
the four blue lights shining on the land-
ing light indicator and say, “Four blue 
lights, blue water,” just like my flight 
instructor sitting next to me taught me to 
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do. Then, I silence her voice by pushing a 
button on the device. For the 10th time I 
marvel at how easy that is while wishing 
other people in my life were so easy to 
dispense with.

The glide is just about perfect as we sink 
toward the water. And then comes the 
moment, as it always does. About 100 feet in 
the air a surge of anxiety briefly courses 
through my veins. I’m about to land on a lake 
after all! For 35 years my flights have almost 
always began and ended on a runway. Well, 
almost always.

I feel for the water just like I would pave-
ment or grass. The floats start to skim across 
the surface, and I quickly pull the throttle to 
idle. It’s pleasant enough until the speed 
slows and the floats fall off the step. Then 
the Cessna 172XP mushes into the lake as if 
someone punctured the floats and we are 
headed for the bottom. We slow rapidly as 
the weight of the water being displaced by 
the floats brings us to a stop. 

FLOAT SCHOOL
I’m in northern Wisconsin for a seaplane 
instruction weekend. Curt Drumm of 
Lakeshore Aviation in Manitowoc, 
Wisconsin, owns and operates a Cessna 
172XP on amphibious floats. He and one of 
his instructors, Dave Smeltzer, give seaplane 
instruction in the amphib to unsuspecting 
landlubbers like me. Curt also owns a cabin 
on Planting Ground Lake near Three Lakes, 
Wisconsin, where students can get the full 
immersion (pun intended) seaplane course. 
I’m here for a five-day weekend getting sea-
plane ratings with a couple of new friends. 

Beau Bradley won a flight in a seaplane 
with me, at the Gathering of Eagles auction 
at EAA AirVenture Oshkosh 2011. His bid 
benefited the Young Eagles program and, in 
all honesty, it was the seaplane ride, not a 
flight with me that Beau wanted. We both 
came away from the experience wanting to 
learn how to do it for ourselves. He and his 
lovely wife, Deb, flew out from their 

Ponderosa-sized cattle ranch in Montana 
for the occasion.

My other not-so-new friend is Clay 
Presley. Clay was the guy standing to the far 
right on the wing in the famous picture of 
the Miracle on the Hudson aircraft. Not 
surprisingly, Clay has lost all faith in the 

capabilities of the pilots up front and in the 
intervening months and years has learned 
how to fly himself. He received his private 
pilot certificate last June and came up from 
North Carolina to join Beau and me for our 
seaplane weekend. Perhaps it’s because of 
his experience of standing on the wing of a 
sinking aircraft, but Clay has proven to be 

The floats start to skim across 

the surface, and I quickly pull 

the throttle to idle.
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particularly enthusiastic about pumping 
out the floats after every flight. I believe 
that it’s best not to get in the way of a man 
with such talents.

There are plenty of quickie seaplane 
flight schools where you train right off the 
dock and never leave that one body of water, 
but the Curt Drumm Northwoods experi-
ence adds a new dimension to getting a 
seaplane rating. With literally dozens of 
lakes within 10 miles of Planting Ground, we 
had ample opportunity to assess the many 
varied landing environments we might face. 
In fact, just to be good neighbors, Curt and 
Dave make no more than three takeoffs and 
landings on any one lake to reduce noise lev-
els and keep the locals happy.

VOYAGING
As a seaplane pilot you are completely on 
your own. There’s no ATIS from which you 
can determine your altimeter setting. There’s 
no runway with clearly defined thresholds 
and clearways on approach and departure. 
You must watch for reeds to mark if the water 
is too shallow to land on. You have to figure 
out if the patch of water is long enough to 
land on, and boats can come from anywhere 
to spoil your landing or takeoff. 

You also must determine for yourself 
where the wind is coming from. The most 
reliable indicator of wind direction? Look 
for that patch of slack water near the shore 
where the land is protecting the water’s sur-
face from the breeze. 

Flying floats is very much like being a 
barnstormer in the early days of aviation. 
All the structure we normally depend on in 
modern day flying is completely absent. It’s 
just you and the vagaries of wind, water, 
and sky.

There are advantages to seaplane flying, 
however. Lake is too small to take off 
from? You can just step on the rudder and 
spin around in a circle like one of those 
control-line model airplanes until you 
reach liftoff speed. And weather that I 
would never think of flying in with my 
Waco, a 500-foot ceiling for instance, 
seems like a piece of cake when there are 
landing sites everywhere. Just reduce the 
throttle and pick a spot.

What are the easiest flying conditions 
in a landplane, however, can be the most 
difficult on floats. Calm winds are a most 
dangerous situation. Without a breath of 
air to ripple the surface, a pilot has no 
depth perception and can fly right into  
the water, causing serious damage to the  
plane and passengers. Glassy water land-
ing practice is a critical part of any 
prospective seaplane pilot’s training. To  
do this you pass over a last point of visual 
reference as low as possible (most likely 
those aforementioned trees on the shore) 
and then you establish a 150-fpm sink rate 
at minimal speed and hold that until the 
floats hit. The only way I could do it was 
to treat it like an instrument landing. 
Every time I would look outside, even to 
catch a glimpse, I’d let the sink rate stray 
to 300 or 400 fpm.

Docking is a maddening experience 
best accomplished by finding a docking 
buddy. A friend on shore can be helpful  
by grabbing on to a piece of the plane  
and reeling it in. Several attempts may 
have to be made.

As a seaplane pilot  
you are completely  
on your own.
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Seaplane training was done in a 1979 Cessna 172XP (210 hp) on Wipline 2350 amphibious floats.

Lakeshore Aviation owner Curt Drumm proudly displays his 
passion on his license plate.

Clay and I go back to that first water landing on the Hudson, 
so it was only fitting we earned seaplane ratings together.
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Curt’s 172 is an amphib, so the training 
included a couple of airport landings that I 
found to be uneventful. Other than the fact 
that you sit pretty high off the ground, it’s 
not a lot different than a landplane. It han-

dles much like a taildragger with the use of 
differential braking for taxi.

An amphibian does harbor the possibility 
of disaster, however. Landing on water with 
the gear down will certainly be a major acci-
dent, causing the aircraft to flip. That is why 
Curt has the airspeed-controlled warning 
device installed with the cheery woman’s 

voice telling you the gear is up and an omi-
nous basso-profundo man’s voice warning 
you that the gear is down.

Coming down on land in a floatplane is 
not nearly as dangerous as one might think. 

Floatplanes with 
straight floats (not 
amphibs) regularly 
land on grass, after 
which they can be 
jacked up and placed 
on a wheeled cradle for 
takeoff. An off-airport 
(off-lake?) landing is 

actually safer in a floatplane because you 
have two gigantic skids below you rather 
than three skinny little wheels.

OPEN WATERS
As my seaplane training progressed, I 
became a little more accustomed to touch-
ing down on water. But, I never became 

completely comfortable with it. Curt’s 
cabin is in a fantastically beautiful location 
and having the floatplane sitting right at the 
end of the dock only adds to the satisfaction 
of the experience. Curt turned out to be a 
very good cook, too.

Flying a floatplane provides a sense  
of freedom that’s difficult to convey. 
Maybe it’s the ability to land virtually 
anywhere that is so mesmerizing. Or 
maybe it’s simply a brand new challenge 
that will take long-term exposure to  
master. I don’t know what it is exactly, 
but if you want to find Beau or me at 
AirVenture this year, we’ll be over at the 
Seaplane Base brushing up on our water 
landings, and you’ll probably find Clay 
pumping out the floats.

Jeff Skiles, EAA 336120, is EAA vice president of chapters 

and youth education and flies a 1935 Waco biplane.

You can just step on the rudder and  
spin around in a circle like one of those  
control-line model airplanes until you  
reach liftoff speed. 




