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Plane madness high above the crowd

By Dan Silkstone

March 14, 2005

[image: image1.png]



Jenny Forsythe on the wing. Her father, Bob Essell, is at the controls.

Photo: Jason South

It's cold up there, and lonely, loosely tethered to an aircraft's slippery

wing. The wind is slicing through you and the engine's roar is your only

company.

Welcome to the world of wing walkers, an incredibly exclusive club

comprising some of the world's craziest people.

Some people fly planes, some jump out of them. Wing walkers wander up and

down on them, hundreds of feet above the ground, high-kicking and waving to

the crowd below.

At the Australian International Airshow this week two wing walkers will wow

the crowd; industry insiders from Tuesday to Thursday and the public on

Friday and at the weekend.

Lee Oman, "of legal age", is a veteran wing walker, who fell into his job

by accident. "I was at the Reno airfield one day, just hangin' round with

my toolbox when my friend Jimmy Franklin said, 'What are you doing next

year? I need a wing walker'. That was that."

He'd been a stunt pilot before he ventured out on a wing. "The biggest tip

is to hang on," he says.

"It's a difficult job. You gotta fight the wind and the G's, the smoke

fumes, the bugs and birds. Any time you're outside the cockpit wandering

around it's a struggle." For someone whose profession seems so dangerous,

he is remarkably blase. "I've had some near hits," he says, "but no near

misses."

What motivates this behaviour? Mr Oman says that as long as planes have

existed, Americans have been trying to walk on their wings. "It's just an

obvious thing to want to try," he says.

Mr Oman says there are maybe 10 wing walkers in the entire US. Is it

competitive? "Well I'm the best - that's easy."

If Steve Oman is the best, Jenny Forsythe is chasing his crown. From Monday

to Friday the 34-year-old is a molecular research scientist at the

University of Notre Dame. On weekends and holidays she wing walks.

From high above the earth she waves to the crowd, but she can't hear them

cheer. It's like looking through a microscope. "It's very peaceful, it's

exciting but you are in a zone where everything else just becomes really

small," she says.

As a child she loved flying and going fast; she didn't know why. She found

out she was adopted and began searching for her birth father. She found him

in 1997. Suddenly it all made sense - he was stunt pilot Bob Essell.

Mr Essell is 55, "old enough to know better and realise I shouldn't be

doing this". When his old wing walker retired two years ago, his daughter

convinced him she could step up. She has proved herself. "I admit I fly a

little more cautiously now," he says.

The best part, and the most dangerous, Ms Forsythe says, is the layout.

Lean forward and throw your arms out Like Leonardo DiCaprio in Titanic.

The only thing holding you in place is the wind. "It's an incredible

freedom."

