BETH STANTON

I BRILLIANCE AND BUFFOONERY

"Oh, I'm scared all the time! |
just act as if I'm not."

We joke that whitewater kaya-
king is 90 percent mental and the
other 10 percent is in your head.
I am finding this true in competi-
tion aerobatics as well. Once you
have mastered relative compe-
tency in flying your sequence, it
totally becomes a head game.

I have been onstage since the
age of 5. The majority of my life has
involved music, dance, and the-
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—Katharine Hepburn

ater. [ am no stranger to stage
fright. I have never not been
scared before going on stage. For
that matter, I have never not been
scared kayaking. Oddly enough,
I have never been scared flying.
I have been afraid of screwing
something up, like a landing or a
competition sequence, but I have
no fear of actually flying.

On the morning of my first

90 Percent Mental, 10 Percent in Your Head

contest, a sensation of cold fear
began to grip me. Familiar with
this phenomenon, I took deep
breaths and tried to ignore it.
This did not work. During the
briefing, a feeling of numb de-
tachment blossomed. As the
hustle of pilots, planes, and gear
commenced, I was drowning in a
cresting river of panic.

I knew [ must get my head in
order or I would not be able to
function. I needed to call upon
my mad yoga ninja mind control
skills. PRONTO.

I did not look up and watch
the first contestants flying in
the box. I beat a retreat to the
FBO, put music in my earphones,
went to a quiet room, and closed
my eyes. I became inwardly fo-
cused. I visualized. I breathed. I
stretched, relaxed, and concen-
trated on being absolutely pres-
ent in the moment.

By go time, I had calmed down.
I had decided to pretend that this
was just a practice flight. No one
was watching me. I was not be-
ing judged. This was just for fun.
I would strap on the plane and go
fly me some loop de loops like I
had dozens of times before. Just
for the sheer joy and exhilaration
of it. I felt a little nervous excite-
ment, but in a good way, like I al-
ways do when I fly. This strategy
worked. I won the contest.

The best way to achieve some-
thing is to help someone else
achieve the same thing. The sec-
ond morning of the contest, I rec-
ognized fear on the face of a fellow



pilot. I sat down to chat with him.
He was so nervous; he looked like
he was going to throw up. Per-
forming in front of peers and
being judged can kick our fight-
or-flight response into high gear.
Looking stupid or failing pub-
licly feels downright excruciating
and can be paralyzing. But once
you figure out that mistakes are
how we learn and everyone makes
them, it takes the pressure off.

I have come to realize that
lightening up and getting ego out
of the equation is a huge relief.
You can relax and enjoy the con-
test. You can laugh at the buf-
foonery and revel in the brilliance
of both your and everyone else’s
flying. I take solace in Wayne
Handley’s observation: “An origi-
nal way to screw up a contest has
yet to be invented.”

To fly in a competition is ridic-
ulously demanding, physically as
well as mentally. I'll admit, some-
times I wonder, “What the hell

am I doing?” I still get little stabs
of fear, but now I know how to
manage them. That thrill of ela-
tion when you absolutely nail a
figure makes all those hours of
practice, all that avgas burned, so
totally worth it.

Editor's Note: I'd like to welcome
Beth Stanton as a semi-regular
contributor to Sport Aerobatics
over the coming months under
the department of “Brilliance and
Buffoonery." Beth is president of
her IAC Chapter 38.
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We Can Teach ANYONE
to Land A Prtts

“We E"‘I‘.]E'hmf:.-—-uﬂ- k and ruddur tm- 5

« 39 years instructing in a Pitts.

« Specialize in low-time pilots, cross-
winds and narrow, short runways

« Yeah, we teach acro too.

Accommodations Available
Completa Resort Amenities, Families Walcome.
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Former Students Say:
Budd iz one of the beat instructore Mve ever fown
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Thankse, Budd., -Craig H.

with. He has more knowledge to share about the
Fitte, and fiying in general, than anpone. -Mike Mehvill

.| had to dead stick my Pitte inand an old tmer said
“Wice save. Someone taught pou weall.” Yes they didl

My insurance company coverad me, a low-times,
low-taitwhesl-ime pilot in a single-hole Fitte langaly
because | went to Budd for my training. -Tom P
. theangine faifled at low afitude and the accident

Thanke my fend. -Maynard H

investigators eaid that my fundamentals saved me.
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