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Dedication

Aviation, like all technical subjects, employs a special vocabulary of 
words, terminologies, and acronyms. There is also pilot-specific lan-

guage used for communicating while flying, largely incomprehensible to 
those not trained and practiced. Taken together, the learning curve for 
anyone seeking even a vague understanding of the discipline seems insur-
mountably steep. Some aviators would have it no other way. Perpetuating 
the mystery is part of what makes the pilot persona appealing. There are oth-
ers, though, like Captain Robert N. “Bob” Buck, Sr., author of Weather Flying 
and many other aviation books, who are only too happy to demystify the 
discipline in an effort to promote safety, utility, and better understanding.

We Have a No Crash Policy! is a personal memoir of flying stories from 
over forty years. It is also a meditation on a learning process made possi-
ble by people like Bob, and later his son Robert O. “Rob” Buck, an accom-
plished aviator in his own right, along with the many excellent instructors, 
mentors, and friends who helped me along the way. Their insight and gen-
erosity is what inspired me to write this book.

It is often said that adversity and error make for a great teacher, espe-
cially in hindsight. It has been, therefore, a guilty pleasure to write about 
missteps in planning, judgment, and all the things that went wrong. While 
bad decision-making in isolation can’t be applauded, acknowledging mis-
takes, and the learning opportunities they present, suggests an interesting 
connection, especially for those open to questioning their own abilities.

While there are many ways to address novel and often complicated top-
ics, I have found using relatable examples to be the most convincing. Many 
of the stories, therefore, stem from real life events. But the academic aspects 
should not be discounted. For every pilot who has inadvertently blundered 
into a strong, dangerous thunderstorm, there is, somewhere, a convective 
weather scientist standing by ready to deliver a postmortem on the con-
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vergence of events. Together they offer the best opportunity to learn and 
improve.

Mostly, though, aviation is about romance. What other technology 
reveals the magnificence and beauty of the earth as seen from above while 
simultaneously providing expedited transportation across vast distances to 
faraway exotic places where opportunity and adventure await? Just the joy 
of guiding a light aircraft to a perfect landing on an unimproved grass strip 
is worthy of mention. The mastery of amazing levitating machines, plying 
the skies in glorious flying ships, is a form of magic. 

My father, Norman Alpert, fought in the Philippines as an Army 
Lieutenant during World War II. He contracted hepatitis there and barely 
survived the nearly three years of hospitalization that followed. He went on 
to earn a PhD in physiology from Columbia University and became a world-
renowned expert in heart disease. In his spare time, he started a small life 
science company, BioTek Instruments, that over time blossomed into a multi- 
million-dollar enterprise, all while raising three kids with his loving wife 
Laurel in rural Chittenden County, Vermont. 

Dad also was a romantic in the sense that he viewed science and technol-
ogy as vehicles for achieving a more renaissance appreciation of the world. 
For Dad, the pursuit of knowledge and truth was paramount. The process, 
as opposed to the end result, was his focus. While fact-based guidance is 
key to flying, Dad’s approach to continuous learning is worth considering. 
Given that there is no flying school that can address all contingencies, and 
all circumstances, it is up to the pilot to figure out the rest. 

Dad liked to say “Onward and upward.” Those three words have influ-
enced my flying and other pursuits for as long as I can remember. Ever the 
optimist, he was propelled to move forward and do better. 

I dedicate this book to my father; not just a survivor, but also a doer of 
great things, a truly inspirational role model. We should all be so fortunate 
to have someone like him in our lives. 
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T he three of us struggled to get the glider through the sliding door that 
led to the second-floor balcony at Eric Neunmann’s house, in our Hyde 

Park, Chicago, neighborhood. Eric’s parents had left for the day, assuring 
final assembly and testing could be completed undisturbed. This would be 
our first flight, and my younger brother Briar, the test pilot, age five, was 
willing but also apprehensive. Knowing he was the lightest of the three of 
us and therefore the obvious choice somehow wasn’t reassuring. The one-
story drop loomed large—the Grand Canyon, for all practical purposes. 
Fortunately, Briar had his big brother and friend there, to provide encour-
agement. Eric and I, being all of eight years old, were exceedingly confident.

The aircraft itself had been constructed out of discarded cardboard 
boxes, cut to size and taped together with packing tape. It was a delta wing 
design, tapered wings, narrow in front, expanding to a width of nearly eight 
feet at the back. Each wing had a tail, located at the wing tip, extending ver-
tically about one-foot high. The small pilot’s seat, also cardboard, was set on 
top, at the center point of the aircraft. Various creases running lengthwise 
provided rigidity, much like the creases in a conventional paper airplane, 
on which we had based our design.

The plan was simple. Eric and I would lift the aircraft onto the balcony 
railing. We would balance it, prior to flight, while the test pilot seated him-
self. When all was ready, Eric and I would provide the necessary forward 
propulsion—a shove—for takeoff.

Of course, looking back on this fateful day there is a temptation to ask 
the question: what could go wrong? The design team, consisting of Eric and 
me, had no formal schooling in aerodynamics, structures, or propulsion. 
Neither of us had worked on an aircraft of this size, let alone designed to 
carry people. Briar, the pilot, had no pilot training. Nor had he, at this point, 
ever been in an airplane. There had been no wind tunnel tests, or really any 
testing at all. The aircraft had no safety systems, not even a seat belt. To the 
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extent that we did have experience 
with model aircraft, even the 
carefully-constructed balsawood 
toy planes we had flown prior 
to this mostly ended up crashed 
and broken, or caught in a tree. 
Yet, at the time, it all seemed 
reasonable—a reoccurring theme 
in many aircraft accidents, as it 
turns out.

The harsh reality is that accel-
erating from a fixed position to 
flying speed requires more than a 
shove by two eight-year-old boys. 
Rather than gliding gracefully to 
a soft landing on the lawn, the aircraft, with my brother on top, nosedived 
into the prickly bushes below, sprawling the branches in all directions. Eric 
and I ran downstairs to render whatever aid we could.

The intensity of the crying that greeted us ensured that we would not 
be the only ones at the scene for long. Neighbors from the adjoining units 
converged, along with others who had witnessed it all from the adjacent 

Adam and Briar, “the brothers,” ages six 
and three-and-a-half.

Early entrepreneurs—the brothers establish a stand to sell home manufactured balsa 
model gliders.
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playground. It was a hard landing, for sure. Fortunately, the bushes had 
broken the fall. Briar emerged from the crumpled glider scratched, bruised, 
and furious, but otherwise okay.

Any possibility of a cover-up ended on our return home to Mom and 
Dad, my brother in need of antiseptic, multiple bandages, and vengeance. It 
became clear that someone would have to pay—me.

The exact nature of my punishment is a bit hazy after all these years, but 
it almost certainly was a record. I remember my mother being particularly 
upset, going so far as to restrict access to toy airplanes for a while. Much 
later in life, when I asked for a loan to attend flying school, she turned me 
flat down, saying she didn’t want to finance the vehicle of my death. It also 
took many decades before Briar regained sufficient confidence to be willing 
to climb into one of my airplanes.

In the years following the cardboard glider adventure my enthusiasm 
for flying never waned. I built and flew hundreds of small model airplanes. 
Those flights were precarious for a different reason. Due to the lack of safe 
places for children to play in Chicago, much of the flying took place over 
busy city streets. The family’s move to Vermont in the mid 1960s marked a 
huge improvement in flying safety, just due to the availability of open space 
and the absence of fast moving automobiles.

Vermont also brought about an even more exciting aviation development. 
Much to the consternation of my mother, my father, who had taken a few 
flying lessons during our time in Chicago, decided to go in on the pur-
chase of a Cessna 172 airplane with several of his University of Vermont 
colleagues, in order to pursue his private pilot’s license. I was delighted, of 
course, but my mother would have nothing 
to do with it. And she made it clear to my 
father that under no circumstances would 
the children be allowed to fly with him.

Buying an airplane wasn’t the only thing 
Dad did that upset my mother. Soon after the 
plane, he surprised her with a giant St. Ber-
nard named Ski Puppy—175 pounds with an 
enormous head exuding drool down to the 
floor. On winter days, the drool would freeze 
forming drool-cicles, perfect fun for the chil-
dren who liked to invite the chronically damp 
dog into the house to play. Immediately upon 

Ski-Puppy.
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