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Angel Fire, New Mexico, Density Altitude 10,400’ ---- 

 

Figure 1: Angel Fire runway, length 8,900 feet; altitude 8,322 feet.  Photo by Jack Corman 

“Paul” 

I had successfully arrived at Angel Fire, New Mexico, which is a very high altitude airport.  I did this in a 

two place experimental aircraft of my own design, called “Chipper”.  I was there to test my aircraft in the 

demanding thin air environment. 

After taxiing to the ramp, I was met by the airport attendant.  He was very friendly, very likable and 

quickly engaged in conversation.  He was also eager to offer advice.  This clearly was a part time or 

retirement job for him; he was a little older, fairly thin with corresponding gray hair, and perhaps a bit of 

a Paul Newman sparkle in his eye.  I didn’t catch his name; I thought I’d call him Paul. 

He’d started off by offering advice about lodging, in case I couldn’t leave the airport.  “You’d better have 

a room reservation.  Most everything around here is booked up; this is the last big weekend of the year.  

Next weekend will be much more open, then it will fill up again late this fall when ski season starts.”  I’d 

arrived at Angel Fire on midday Saturday of Labor Day weekend.  A smattering of higher performance 

aircraft along with a mix of obligatory Cessnas had partially filled the ramp.  My experimental Chipper 

had been given a parking spot away from the ramp gaggle and over on the corner, and was the most 

brightly painted aircraft in the bunch.  Given his statement on lodging, I was glad to know that I’d be 



leaving later in the day, after doing some very high altitude touch & go’s along with takeoff roll and 

climb performance testing in Chipper. 

Our conversation eventually wandered to a discussion of aircraft accidents that had occurred at Angel 

Fire.  Paul and I looked off to the north end of the 8900’ long runway, which ends in a fence, thereafter a 

gently rising hillside to an eventual ridge.  Paul described an accident that had occurred:  “A professional 

pilot took off to the north.  He used every bit of the runway, then crashed into the fence.  Didn’t even 

make it to the hill.”  Paul spat out a sharp cryptic comment, and it required me to connect two dots to 

understand: “I bet he never flew in Afghanistan.” 

Paul followed with the description of another accident.  This time, a truly sad tale of men in a Mooney, 

attempting a takeoff in Angel Fire’s high density altitude, coupled with another characteristic of Angel 

Fire:  strong crosswinds.  In this case, 50 mph crosswind gusts.  Paul said they got a couple of feet off the 

ground before losing control and wrecking.  He didn’t say if they’d been killed, so I asked him.  “Oh yeah, 

that killed them all”.  Later, I searched the NTSB database and found the report. 

https://app.ntsb.gov/pdfgenerator/ReportGeneratorFile.ashx?EventID=20130303X91231&AKey=1&RTy

pe=Final&IType=FA 

Paul was wrong on their attained altitude.  They’d gotten 150’ off the ground, rolled inverted and 

crashed in the wicked gusty winds. 

While looking through the NTSB database, I found another crosswind accident, which truly was a more 

typical event:  an RV pilot landing in gusty crosswinds with a poor, albeit uninjured outcome: 

https://app.ntsb.gov/pdfgenerator/ReportGeneratorFile.ashx?EventID=20110627X62646&AKey=1&RTy

pe=Final&IType=CA 

The synopsis of that report: 

The pilot reported that during landing the airplane encountered gusty wind and the tailwheel 

touched down hard. The airplane veered to the right and the pilot applied left rudder, but the 

airplane continued off the right side of the runway, struck terrain, and came to rest upright. The 

airplane's fuselage sustained substantial damage. The wind at the airport around the time of the 

accident was an 80 degree right crosswind at 17 knots gusting to 25 knots. The pilot reported no 

pre-impact mechanical anomalies with the airplane and said the accident could have been 

prevented if he had maintained crosswind aileron control throughout the landing. 

That was the kind of crosswind landing I just wouldn’t attempt.  If you do it and and win, the landing 

experience leaves you in sweats, best case.  The minority outcome is a very bad day for you and your 

aircraft, as this pilot had experienced. 

Later in my day, Paul was very helpful and helped prevent a small disaster involving yellow jacket wasps.  

That particular interaction with Paul occurred just before I departed.  That story will wait for a few 

paragraphs. 

 

 

https://app.ntsb.gov/pdfgenerator/ReportGeneratorFile.ashx?EventID=20130303X91231&AKey=1&RType=Final&IType=FA
https://app.ntsb.gov/pdfgenerator/ReportGeneratorFile.ashx?EventID=20130303X91231&AKey=1&RType=Final&IType=FA
https://app.ntsb.gov/pdfgenerator/ReportGeneratorFile.ashx?EventID=20110627X62646&AKey=1&RType=Final&IType=CA
https://app.ntsb.gov/pdfgenerator/ReportGeneratorFile.ashx?EventID=20110627X62646&AKey=1&RType=Final&IType=CA


“Airport Selection” 

I had needed a high altitude airport for my real world aircraft testing.  The list of candidate airports is 

easy to find on the net.  Here are the top ten US airports: 

1) Leadville, CO – 9,934 feet 

2) Telluride, CO – 9,070 feet 

3) Mineral County Memorial Airport, CO – 8,680 feet 

4) Angel Fire, NM – 8,322 feet 

5) Westcliffe, CO – 8,290 feet 

6) Granby, CO – 8,207 feet 

7) Walden, CO – 8,154 feet 

8) Buena Vista, CO – 7,950 feet 

9) Del Norte, CO – 7,949 feet 

10) Mackay, ID – 7,920 feet. 

I live in Wichita, KS; the access to the selected airport had to be a straight shot, and it best be nonstop as 

well.  Here were my thoughts on the list: 

Leadville – the obvious choice.  People wear boastful T-shirts that say:  “I landed at Leadville, highest 

airport in the U.S.”.  Honestly, Leadville scares the crap out of me – higher than all others by a thousand 

or more feet.  Do any of these pilots were T-shirts that say: “I took off from Leadville”?  They must have; 

they’re walking and wearing the shirt.  Leadville and the other Colorado candidates take too long to fly 

to; and Angel Fire just has such a nice, sexy name.  

Research on Angel Fire:  I’d looked at it on Google Maps; I’d looked at it via Airnav.com; I’d examined 

the website anglefirefun.com.  The chamber’s opinion and superlatives are published on 

angelfirechamber.org.  Angel Fire is physically close to the more well known Taos Ski area; another 

website which leveraged that fact was beyondTaos.com.  And there’s always the Wikipedia entry; it 

showed that Angel Fire only has 1,216 permanent residents.  Given the altitude and the ski resort 

economy, I bet that they are a healthy group of folks.  Kind of like Paul.  

I loved the description of the name which Wikipedia provided for “Angel Fire”: 

… Angel Fire is "named for the fiery afternoon light splashed on alpine peaks". The legend 

behind the name is that the Moache Utes used to gather to renew their ancestral ties with the 

Great Spirit, and during one of these autumnal celebrations, during the 1780s, three young 

braves returned to camp from a hunting trip and told of a strange glow at the tip of a peak 

called Agua Fria. The Utes were a little unsettled as they gazed at this mysterious splash of 

orange and red flickering in the northern sky. Then the awed silence was broken when one 

of the elders exclaimed, "it is an omen -the fire of the gods- blessing our annual celebration." 

Thereafter, whenever that rosy glow was seen it was called "fire of the gods". 

When Franciscan friars were trying to spread their influence, Agua Fria's "fire of the gods" 

became known as "the place of the fire of the angels". Kit Carson said that he too had seen 

the angel fire at dawn and at dusk, especially in the fall and winter months. He said it was 

because of the sunlight hitting the icy frost on the branches of the trees. 

The only entry on the top ten list which falls outside of Colorado / New Mexico is Mackay (Copper Basin) 

in Idaho.  It gets a special star for extra effort!  While far too distant from Wichita for my testing, it falls 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ute_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Franciscan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kit_Carson


within the general area of my favorite backcountry destinations.  Besides, it is the highest turf runway in 

the U.S. with a short length of 4,700’ and mountains surrounding in all quadrants. 

Any of these airports could be a personal ‘Hotel California’ for you and your airplane.   Land and check 

in; fail to get out.  Enough of that moroseness!   

I had picked Angel Fire for my Chipper testing.  It had the requisite high altitude, and with a distance 

from my home base to Angel Fire of 395 knots (456 miles), it was within my nonstop range criterion.   It 

had a mountain pass in and out, but I would choose to fly direct, over the top of the last mountain 

range, and then down into the high valley. 

 

“Early Start” 

I got out of bed at 5:45 am, got dressed, and quickly lugged my bags and supplies to the truck.  I made a 

stop at Lamar’s Donuts so that I could get my inflight meal: coffee, OJ and cinnamon rolls.  Then off to 

the airport with everything. 

Chipper was fully fueled with 22 usable gallons and an additional 12 gallons of available ferry fuel on 

board.  I also had about a gallon of drinking water, my aforementioned Lamar’s breakfast, my Nikon 

camera, tools for any reasonable road breakdown of the plane, my iPad with installed nav software, 

phone, backpack, jacket, notebook, pens, backpack packed for the long weekend, all on board.  Before I 

departed, I wanted a picture of Chipper sitting in the hangar.  The sun hadn’t risen yet and the dark 

hangar was a challenge.  With the ISO on my Nikon cranked into the magic territory, I took a picture. 

 

 

Figure 2:  Chipper in a dim hangar.  Photo by the author. 



The plane was loaded and ready to go.  What’s the airplane and all this stuff I’ve loaded into it weigh? 

Chipper, as a prototype airplane, has gotten kind of porky.  I kept adding things to it!  It weighs 625 

pounds empty with the enormous tundra tires.  I had 34 gallons of auto gas on board –  that’s 204 

pounds of gas.  My personal things and tool kit for this flight add approximately 65 pounds, and I’m not 

light either at 200 pounds.  Chipper, as described and ready for takeoff, weighed in at 1094 pounds.  

[Gross weight for shipping kit versions is set at 1050 or 1232 pounds with the 80HP or 100HP Rotax 

engine, with a typical built empty weight of 600 pounds using smaller tires in taildragger configuration.  

YMMV.] 

At 6:50am, ten minutes before sunrise, I’m off on my adventure in my heavy airplane.  My flight plan is 

29KS  KAXX direct.  Because the sun is still not up, I’ve got aircraft nav lights and strobe on.  My flight 

plan (calculated on AOPA’s excellent free member flight planning software) had predicted a time 

enroute of a little over five hours, cruising at 10,500 feet. 

The execution of this particular flight immediately varies from the AOPA plan.  Taking off, I’m on the 

eastern side of Wichita’s Class C airspace, and rather than contact approach and drive with their 

permission through the Charlie, I choose to fly under the northerly end of the airspace.  This means my 

direct route has already diverted and added distance / time, and I’m consuming too much gas staying 

low to the ground.  I keep this up with a fairly stubborn, not enough caffeine attitude, and I finally exit 

the underside of C airspace north of Lake Afton, KS.  Groundspeed is very slow at around 55 knots.  I’m 

fighting thick muggy air and a headwind.  My plan is looking like a disaster. 

The muggy atmosphere continues for the next 200 miles, with clear forward visibility restricted to about 

15 miles.  After exiting the Charlie footprint, I started a climb, and I lose the forward sightline of the 

horizon.  The ground below is a cone that fades away in the distance.  It’s an odd VFR situation, and 

would certainly be unnerving for a student pilot.  Absolutely no distant landmarks are visible.  The odd 

phenomena will finally diminish when I cross into New Mexico airspace, three hours into the flight. 

I’m frustrated because I can’t find the speeds that were forecast, and I’m further frustrated by what will 

be a late arrival at Angel Fire.  I have negative thoughts of explaining the speed shortfall to my kit 

customers.  Experimenting with altitudes, I finally get the expected airspeeds at higher altitudes.  I cross 

a lot of western Kansas, then briefly cross into the southeastern tip of Colorado, then into Oklahoma 

airspace, then into New Mexico.  Four states in one airplane in one morning. 

90 minutes into my flight, I find time to relax, finish my coffee, and eat my Lamar’s cinnamon roll.  The 

aircraft is well trimmed so hands free operation is easy in smooth air.  Time passes, and I’m bored. 

The terrain changes from flat and irrigated circles in the ascending plains into the dry, lava capped 

highlands of eastern New Mexico.  I’m fascinated by the view, and I spot a mountain that looks 

*exactly* like a volcano.  I snap a photo of the faux volcano on my cellphone. 



 

Figure 3:  New Mexico Volcano; author photo. 

However, it is a volcano.  There are dozens of them throughout this part of New Mexico.  Later, another 

that I pass by is the Capulin Volcano, an extremely well defined cinder cone which also has National 

Monument status associated with it.  The last eruptions from this group of volcanos were around 58,000 

years ago. 

Chipper and I approach the mountain range on the eastern side of Angel Fire.  There’s a pass available to 

ease entrance into the valley, but I choose to climb a little more, top the mountain range, and drop over 

and down.  I’m quickly at 12,000 feet in Chipper (with a density altitude of about 13,100) and the 

airplane is having zero issues with the climb.  Chipper is not complaining. 

 



 

Figure 4: Angel Fire Topgraphy from Google Maps (fair use). 

After I clear the mountains, the entire valley and the airport unfolds ahead of me.  I’m struck with the 

length of the runway and the obstructions on all sides.  I make a radio call, set flaps and droop ailerons 

for landing, adjust mixture to full rich, pull throttle and land.  I’m intimidated by all of it and my landing 

is not good at all.  The airplane stalls and plops onto the runway.  I’m concerned that the high 

groundspeeds will challenge my tailwheel capabilities.  Not to worry; I’ve soon slowed down, and taxi 

down the runway, and I observe a gentleman pointing to a parking spot on the corner of the ramp. 

The gentleman is Paul, of course.  I pull the plane into the assigned parking spot and quickly engage with 

the likable gentleman.  He is interested in my plane.  (Everyone who sees my plane is interested in my 

plane.)  I explain my plan to him – I’m just here to do some touch & goes; buy some gas, and I’ll be on 

my way.  He is delighted to help me.  He warns me that the fuel truck is broke down but the self serve 

gas pump is working fine.   We pick up the conversation.  He tells me about accidents and death at Angel 

Fire. 

Here are the Flight Facts: 

 Time enroute:  5:20.  It had all worked out after all. 

 Average ground speed:  85 mph, including the first couple of hours, which were too slow. 

 Fuel used:  21.3 gallons (estimated) (this leg consumed autogas @ $2.50 / gallon = $53.33 

expense).  I had 34 gallons on board, and I had transferred fuel enroute, so I’d landed with 

plenty of fuel in the tanks. 

 Highest altitude:  12,000 feet ASL / 13,100 density altitude as I approached Angel Fire. 

 Takeoff weight:  1089 pounds.   

 Landing weight:  961 pounds, after fuel burn. 

I don’t think I’d burned any oil whatsoever.  I checked it the day prior to flight and had used absolutely 

none since the last oil change, about 15 hours back. 

I need to pee in the worst way.  I wasn’t planning on needing to do that enroute (dumb, dumb, dumb!) 

and I’d tried to do it enroute with an empty water bottle, but the mechanics had not worked out – 



enough said.  The man’s restroom in the terminal was in use and locked; so I sneak into the woman’s.  

Excellent relief. 

Lunch is the second Lamar’s cinnamon twist.  It’s every bit as good as the first one.   

The airport is beautiful.  I can see the ski resort to the southwest and a high rising ridgeline to the north.  

Chipper’s yellow and bronze/black metallic colors fit in well with the blue sky and green terrain.  

Someone later remarks on FaceBook that I should have called Chipper a wasp.  Interesting thought – but 

who does it sting? 

 

Figure 5: Chipper at Angel Fire, NM.  Photo by author. 

 

“Touch and Go” 

At a flight test weight of about 950 pounds, I proceeded to do a series of three takeoffs and landings in 

the 10,400 foot density altitude airstrip.  I wanted to know these three simple things: 

 What was the takeoff roll? 

 What was the climb rate? 

 What changes in pilot perception are experienced in Chipper at high altitude airstrips? 

The first two questions are simple fact verifiers, which help establish and prove performance.  They also 

help determine whether the aircraft is safe to operate in extreme density altitudes.  The third point 

helps differentiate the experience and clarify needs for high density altitude pilot training. 



With flaps around 20 degrees and full rich on the engine’s mixture control*, I experience a takeoff roll of 

600’.  Shucks, I didn’t need the 8,900 feet of runway.   However, the takeoff roll is a little ragged.  The 

feeling of acceleration is substantially less than what I’m used to.  The tail on my taildragger takes 

several seconds to lift off the ground.  My ground control is below par, I’m wandering from right to left 

on the runway.  I’m sure I could tune this problem out with more practice, but it is all artifacts of 

operating Chipper in very thin air. 

I made an overhead photo illustration using Google Maps (satellite view) where I marked the takeoff roll 

with an orange line over the runway. 

 

Figure 6: Chipper's takeoff roll at Angel Fire.  Fair use Google Maps in satellite view mode. 

Doing some more research on this, I am reminded of the Koch chart.  I’ve clipped an example, below, 

from an FAAsafety.gov document.  After noting the Angel Fire temperature and pressure altitude, the 

chart predicts that: 

 Chipper will climb at a mediocre 25% of its normal performance. 

 The takeoff roll be 260% of the normal value. 

I think both of these Koch Chart numbers are useful, yet just a little conservative.  And at these altitudes, 

that’s a good thing.  Working backwards from Angel Fire to sea level at standard temperature, (using the 

Koch Chart in reverse), the predicted sea level takeoff roll is 231 feet in standard temperature 

conditions.  That seems about right. 



 

Figure 7:  Koch Chart, as applied to Chipper at Angel Fire airport, New Mesico..  
https://www.faasafety.gov/files/gslac/library/documents/2011/Aug/56396/FAA%20P-8740-02%20DensityAltitude[hi-

res]%20branded.pdf 

The engine is developing no more than 69% of rated full power at this altitude.  The propeller pitch is 

not tuned to develop full RPM; there’s even more of a power loss.  I could fix the pitch problem, but I 

didn’t bring the tools to do that.  Throwing both of those variables at the Rotax 80HP engine, I conclude 

that I’m developing no more than 52HP in the takeoff roll at Angel Fire.  Even so, my tiny little four 

stroke engine yanks the airplane off the ground in far less takeoff roll than almost all non-turboed 

general aviation aircraft. 

A few Cessna 172 pilots complain that they can’t even fly at those altitudes.  One pilot posed the 

following question on the net: 

I was trying to take off from the airstrip in Evergreen, CO elevation of about 8,400 

ft. I was in the Cessna 172, and I found it very difficult to take off. I barely made it 

off the ground at the end of the runway and then climbing was near impossible. I 



know that these smaller planes can fly in the mountains, but is there something I 

need to do at higher elevations in order to get more power? …   

 excerpted from flightsim.com 

In Chipper at Angel Fire, the initial climb rate I’m experiencing is very positive at 200+ fpm.  I’m pleased 

with this!  A climbout at Vy (50 mph IAS) has me close to the end of the runway before starting my 

crosswind turn.  Everything is ‘flight normal’, just slower to develop!  I keep the throttle fully open as I 

enter and fly the downwind, and my pseudo 52HP engine keeps the airplane climbing.  At this altitude, 

you keep the power in as necessary.  At lower altitudes, I’d normally chop power just as soon as I turned 

downwind.  If you didn’t, Chipper would always overshoot the runway unless you dialed in a great big 

slip.   

Turning base leg and then final, the engine operation is entirely smooth.  I have exactly the same 

difficulty as I do at my base airport:  getting the darn airplane to slow down, descend and land.  I dial in 

full droop ailerons and flaps 20, and work on getting airspeed down to 54 mph IAS on final.  I don’t want 

to try any high performance STOL landings, as an unplanned stall too high over the runway in such thin 

air will have unhappy consequences.  Instead, I bleed speed off in three point mode and settle onto the 

runway uneventfully every time.  To my surprise, the rolling groundspeed isn’t too high, and I’ve quickly 

got the hang of it.  I can do this kind of flying / taking off / landing.  I like it. 

I wanted Chipper to be a mountain bird, and now Chipper is a mountain bird.  It likes doing this too, and 

it wants more.  So do I.  Chipper breathes in mountain air. 

 

Figure 8:  Chipper breathing mountain air.  Flaps down and aileron showing droop.  Photo by the author. 



 

“Paul and the Wasp” 

I’m very satisfied with my flight testing experience, and after I put a few gallons back in the tanks, I’ll be 

on my way back home.  Chipper and I roll to a stop, just by the self-serve pump. 

I’m simultaneously pleased and concerned as Paul comes around the corner of the hangar, towards me.  

He has animation in his gait.  He can see that I’ve already run my credit card in the pump; the ground 

cable is attached to the engine’s exhaust pipe.  Next up is to pull the gas dispenser to the plane, switch 

on the pump, and fill up. 

“Hey, I can help you there.  I got stung by a wasp which are nesting in the gas pump handle when I was 

pumping earlier this morning.  I just got one sting from one wasp.”  Paul is holding a can of wasp killer.  

He proceeds to spray it into the gas pump handle.  I see a wasp fall out.  “Is that all that’s in there?”  

Paul stares intently into the pump handle recess.  “NO!  There’s a bunch more!”  Paul continues to spray 

a massive amount of wasp killer into the pump handle area.  More wasps stagger out and hit the 

concrete tarmac.  Paul is satisfied that he’s got them all, and I pull out the gas dispenser nozzle all the 

way to my plane.  I ‘forget’ to turn the pump handle on, and Paul graciously reaches into the wasp killer 

sopping mess and flips the lever.  I only purchase 6 gallons, and with my leftover fuel I’ve got enough 

fuel on board to go halfway home with a great reserve.  I’m not ready for another 5 or 6 hour leg today.  

Yes, I’ll take a break on the way home. 

For no particular reason, Paul announces that the visibility is around 12 miles.  I look northward.  I think 

he’s wrong, but it is hazy.  He offers to head in and check it for me – I decline.  I want to get on my way. 

A couple of minutes later Chipper and I take off to the North and head beside Eagle Nest Lake, and we 

fly through the pass to the west.  We are homebound.    

 

Figure 9:  Angel Fire, the lake and the pass.  From vfrmaps.com; fair use.  Not for navigation. 



 

Figure 10: In the pass, headed home from Angel Fire.  Photo by the author. 

Chipper and I will be bounced around continuously by a hot afternoon and dead calm on the ground, 

and I’m bored again, so late in the flight home, I decide to climb to 13,000 feet.  Chipper says “sure! 

Let’s do it!”.  And soon we are at 13,000 feet ASL, still climbing at or better than 100 fpm.  I’m not trying 

to make an official measurement of high altitude climb rate, or service ceiling.  We just want to do it.   

 

Figure 11:  From 13000 feet.  Photo by the author. 

Having checked that off the list, I continuously and slowly descend. 

Chipper and I make one fuel / bladder stop in Ulysses, Kansas, and arrive in Marion, KS 15 minutes 

before sunset.   

The entire experience has taken 13 hours, from takeoff to landing. 



 

The Conclusion 

Chipper was designed and created to enable transportation, adventure and wilderness experience in a 

cost effective package.  It had to be able to go a long distance and land in a difficult spot.  It had to carry 

a pretty good load, and do so economically.  The goal of this flight test experience was to validate a very 

significant portion of “landing in a difficult spot” – namely, high altitude airports. 

Chipper excelled at it.  Takeoff and landing were short and uneventful.  Takeoff roll was 600 feet at 

10,000+ density altitude.  Climb rate was >200 fpm.  Pattern work was normal.  Indicated airspeeds 

matched experience at lower elevations.  The load carrying capability was high.  Chipper demonstrated a 

safe working environment for an experienced mountain pilot at extremely high altitudes. 

Owning or flying a Chipper, or any other high performance STOL aircraft, does not make you safe or 

qualified to land and operate at high altitude airports, over mountains or in wilderness locations.  

Training and experience are what make add to your safety quotient.  The author of this article benefits 

from 2000 hours of flying experience, along with formal mountain flight school training, and an 

instrument ticket, and also years of designing, building and flying ultralight aircraft.  Of all of these 

inputs, what he’s learned the most from has been from instrument ticket training experience and 

ultralight aircraft flight experience. 

James has flown four different aircraft types into difficult high altitude and wilderness airports:  a Cessna 

T206; a C172 with a 180HP conversion; a Flight Design CTLS LSA with a 100HP engine, and now, this 

Chipper with an 80HP engine.  The turbo 206 is in a different class for high altitude operations, and it 

excels in most respects, but is not good as a short field STOL airplane.  It needs way too much runway 

for takeoff and landing.   The 180HP C172 was fair in the wilderness.  The CTLS was not great – too high 

of a wing loading for short runways and high altitudes.   For a normally aspirated engine, the Chipper 

clearly excels and would be a great choice for hauling loads into shorter, high density altitude airports.  

It also works well as a moderate distance aircraft. 

 

AFTERWORD AND NOTES 

Contact the author and aircraft designer:  james@beliteaircraft.com 

Learn more about Chipper:  www.chipper.aero 

About the author: 

 James is a 1979 graduate of Tabor College, Hillsboro KS with a degree in math and computer 

science.  He learned to fly when he was in his second year of college. 

 He is passionate about aviation, and was given the “August Raspet” award by the EAA in 2011.  

He joins a long list of other aviation visionaries (such as Burt Rutan) in the receipt of this award, 

which is given annually. 

 James helped enable and create the well known Mythbusters episode where a plane was 

covered with duct tape and successfully flown, simulating the outcome of a bear shredding a 

fabric airplane in Alaska. 

mailto:james@beliteaircraft.com


 James is married with Kathy and has two grown daughters.  James and Kathy jointly own and 

run Belite Aircraft.   

 Recently, James developed Chipper, with clean sheet design  airworthiness certificate in 90 

days. 

Chipper is unusual.  The construction is mostly high tech composite honeycomb and aluminum.  The 

instruments in Chipper are also designed by James! 

Chipper is experimental in design and execution.  Many of the design and manufacturing characteristics 

are unique.  It is a great aircraft for America’s experimental aircraft enthusiasts, but is a horrible aircraft 

for many other countries which, most unfortunately, do not allow experimental aircraft.  

It’s a brave new world in aircraft navigation – but it’s been that way for 30 years.  James uses Jeppesen 

software installed on iPad as primary navigation.  His backup is another vendor’s software installed on 

his iPhone.  Chipper doesn’t have a compass or a VOR receiver. 

Chipper does not have fuel gauges.  Instead, it uses a fuel out indicator for all three installed fuel tanks.  

They are deadly accurate when the tank is empty.  All fuel management is done by time calculation and 

anticipated burn rates. 

Chipper will be awesome on floats!!! 

James and Kathy obviously have a financial interest in Chipper, and that is acknowledged. 

*This article refers to a mixture control in Chipper.  This reference is NOT the fuel enrichener which is a 

standard feature on Bing carburetors, but an aftermarket product which provides true leaning 

capabilities to the Rotax engine by inflight leaning of the air / fuel ratio.  James is looking forward to fully 

describing this experimental mixture leaning product in another article. 


