

Notes from My Life as a Pilot.

Family and friends have often said to me, "Why don't you write a book about all the exciting things you've experienced?"

My wife joined the chorus and encouraged me to start writing.

To my wife, who patiently shared my moments of writing. To the friends who cheered me on to write everything down. To my students, thank you for the lessons through all your questions and the memories you gave me.

To Jacob Dahlgaard for a special photo of a BAe Jetstream 31 SE-IPD

To Jean Gabriel Larroche, who gives me annual helicopter check rides.
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Foreword

There are countless reasons to write a book, and I hope both young and old will find this one interesting. First and foremost, I wanted to document my life experiences before memory fails and they are forgotten.

Another important reason is to reach young people, both girls and boys, who in today's society often focus on the negative and give up before even trying to improve their situation. Through my story, I hope to convey motivation and inspiration: to never give up, but instead to develop an attitude of testing one's own limits and discovering if they truly exist. If you truly want something, you can achieve more than you think, but you must dare.

The book describes how a childhood dream, after many trials and tribulations, came true. It shares memories from my entire life and is not merely a "technical flight manual."

Nowadays, people tend to blame personal failures on socioeconomic factors or a difficult childhood with various traumas. Everything is explained with emotionally charged excuses for a lack of character or personal responsibility.

My own childhood and upbringing were nothing I would wish upon my future children. My father was a psychopath who loved dominating others, including his children and wife. He never spoke to me like a normal father would. He believed in upbringing through corporal punishment and humiliation, scolding for the slightest misstep. He could never play with me or tell me anything interesting. I didn't understand his behavior. The more I defied him, the more beatings I got. I believe he was often angry because he couldn't break me. My mother also suffered under his oppression, and though she tried to hide it from my sister and me, we still understood. One memory that never leaves me is when Mom picked me up at the train station in Kävlinge after school in Lund. I was twelve years old, and she was red-eyed, clearly having been abused again—not physically, but psychologically, as was often the case. I remember clearly telling her: "Mom, why don't you divorce him? We'd manage better without him." Mom, loyalty incarnate, answered as she always did: "Yes, but he wouldn't manage on his own."

One reason I survived and wasn't broken was the privilege of living on a farm. When I was sad, I would always go to the animals—a horse or a cow—and just sit with them. It felt like they understood me, and I found comfort. Sometimes, a farmhand would take me aside to talk or just hold me.

In the mid-1950s, we had two German agricultural students who returned every summer to earn money for their university studies. My parents became acquainted with their parents, Fritz and Ida Brünn, and met them several times. My father, who had been an officer, came up with the idea of sending me to the Brünn family in Germany during summer vacations. Fritz Brünn was a retired colonel in the German army, and "maybe he could straighten out my stubborn son." It didn't turn out as my father had hoped. Onkel Fritz was the gentlest and most wonderful father figure I'd ever met. He taught me to play chess and read fairy tales in German, which I didn't understand at first, but I gradually learned the language a couple of years before it became a school subject. My summers in Germany, when I was ten or eleven, were the happiest of my early childhood. Onkel Fritz and Tante Ida gave me strengthened self-confidence and a heightened survival instinct. Dad's plan failed again. Forty years later, in 1998, I finally severed all contact with him by changing my surname from Nihlson—with permission—to one from my mother's family: Hamilton.

This foreword isn't written to evoke sentimental sympathy, but to show that there is a way out of difficult situations if you have the will. You decide—no one else. I also hope readers will feel the same joy I did with each new step in my career.




Introduction: The First Seconds Are Decisive

In an acute crisis, the brain processes a great deal in an instant. In a fraction of a second, you analyze the situation, consciously or subconsciously, and then you act —or you don't.

The clearing I was to spray was shaped like a dog bone, oriented east-west, wide at both ends and narrow in the middle. The terrain was strewn with large boulders. To the south lay a vast bog, to the west dense tall forest, and to the north exposed bedrock. The only advantage was the eastern side, where sparse young growth stood.

I flew over the area at a slightly higher altitude to scan for and identify any hazards, such as power lines or other obstacles that might interfere with spraying at the planned height of 5 meters. To my horror, I spotted beehives right in the narrowest section. I realized I would have to interrupt the spraying about 75 meters before and after the hives to avoid any accusations of negligence—or of killing bees.

The first pass went smoothly, and after banking, I descended back to working altitude. Just after passing the hives, the engine lost power.

A strange noise, black smoke, oil splattering the windshield —then total silence.

In that same instant, in less than a second, survival instinct kicked in, forcing me to react. Dead ahead: towering forest. To the left: the bog. To the right: exposed bedrock—few options for survival in a crash. "Damn, not here," flashed through my mind.

I dumped the load, 600 kg of spray liquid. This caused an automatic climb, which I exploited to the maximum. Now, I had to execute a 180-degree turn toward the young growth behind me without losing too much airspeed, which could lead to a stall. Here, it was crucial to feel the aircraft as an extension of myself.

My "impossible" maneuver succeeded, and I descended toward the young trees. Everything was silent—no engine noise, just my pulse pounding in my head. Then came the first impacts, followed by a cacophony of tearing metal as the tree trunks grew thicker.

Then, complete silence.

The plane had rotated 90 degrees on impact; the cockpit was intact, and I was uninjured.

An incredible continuation follows—but first, we must return to where it all began.




Chapter 1: A Slow Start

Åboda Farm lay just over ten kilometers north of Lund, near the village of Stora Harrie. There, I grew up with the expectation of becoming a farmer. Yet, from an early age, I was fascinated by airplanes, big and small. I built model planes from balsa wood and tissue paper, powered by twisted rubber bands that sent them flying short distances. Plastic models soon followed, filling my bedroom with passenger planes and military aircraft. I often dreamed of being the pilot in those planes, and by age ten, the fantasy grew into a real ambition to fly.

As a teenager, I wrestled with the choice: farming or aviation? Part of me didn't want to let go of farming—the animals, machinery, tractors, and farm workshop were a cherished part of my life. But flying beckoned with its technology and thrill, fueled by a drive I couldn't quite explain—a need to test my limits and take on challenges simply because they existed. My father opposed my aviation dreams, even asking family friends who were Air Force pilots to try making me airsick. Their attempts failed. All aerobatics in small aircraft only left me craving more. Dad's resistance stemmed from an incident where an Air Force colleague persuaded him to join a flight in an SK 12 trainer at Ljungbyhed. He woke up at Spången Inn to roaring laughter from his friends. This was in the mid-1940s.

Despite his aversion to flying, Dad was the first in the district to have his rapeseed fields aerially dusted. One early summer day in the 1950s, he booked crop dusting from Engström's plant protection in Eslöv. We marked the two fields with white sheets to target rapeseed beetles, which had devastated much of that year's crop.

Suddenly, the plane appeared—a Piper Super Cub—circling to survey the area. The pilot descended to just a meter above the rapeseed, heading straight for our house. At the last second, he pulled up over the garden trees, and I glimpsed him—an incredibly exciting moment for a boy obsessed with flight. Dad's only remark: "Lucky he saw the flagpole."

That was when my passion for flying truly ignited. My father, however, tried to dampen my enthusiasm, warning that he didn't want to see his son "hanging dead in a tree in some crop duster." His plan was for me to take over the farm. Whenever I mentioned flying, he'd counter: "How can you be a pilot with your terrible organizational skills?" Ironically, Dad's resistance only strengthened both my aviation dreams and my resolve to forge my own path. Years later, as a professional pilot, I'd still hear: "When will you get a real job?" or "You'll grow out of that hobby." My reply: "Imagine turning a hobby into your livelihood."

My schooling began in 1953 at the village school in Stora Harrie. From fourth grade until I completed junior high school, I attended schools in Lund. In 1963, I graduated from Lunds Privata Elementarskola "Spyken," but my grades were too low for high school. My mother, ever perceptive, recognized I needed language skills—especially English, the language of the future. She arranged for me to stay with acquaintances who owned a farm in England, ensuring I'd attend school and learn the language properly. The English family supplemented their income by hosting foreign students. Besides their son, there were two French boys and two German au pairs, making life on the farm quite pleasant. With horses on the property, and having grown up around them, I rode as much as I pleased.

After a promising start, my schooling didn't amount to much. I'd grown tired of it and preferred having fun—going to pubs and partying. But I'd learned from home not to idle; since my pocket money didn't stretch far and I couldn't party all day, I needed a job. I asked Chester Smith, who owned the village garage, if he'd take me on as an apprentice, and he agreed. The condition was that I'd remain silent around customers unless I could express myself correctly and professionally. Chester wanted to avoid trouble with authorities for employing a foreign apprentice. At Chester's, I learned proper English, including all technical terms. He taught me bodywork repairs and everything about engines. Little did I know then that English would become my professional language, and even now, sixty years later, it remains like a second mother tongue. The German from my childhood also stayed with me, though I've forgotten much of it.

The year in England flew by, and by spring 1964, I was home again. I helped on the farm, but Mom made me study the subjects required for my high school entrance exams that fall. French was the hardest—I'd failed it before. Geography and history came naturally to me, as did English, of course. The exams went well, and I started high school—the general academic track—in autumn 1964.

But my school fatigue returned, and I dropped out after just a couple of months. I was going to be a farmer anyway—no need for a high school diploma. Besides, I had other plans I didn't dare discuss at home, except with Mom. I applied to the Air Force and needed her approval since I wasn't of age; she gave it. If by some miracle I passed the tests, I could always attend the Armed Forces' high school later. I was called for Air Force testing that same year but wasn't accepted. I was probably a bit immature, and they advised me to reapply after completing my studies—specifically, my high school diploma.

Many years later, when I needed advanced flight certifications, I studied to pass high school-level math, physics, and chemistry—but by then, I was motivated.

That same year, I was drafted for military induction, serving as a reserve officer at K4 in Umeå from the summer of 1965 until my discharge in the fall of 1966. The army never captured my interest; my service amounted to just fifteen months of training to become a non-commissioned officer. The helicopter transports were the only bright spots during my military service—they kept my passion for aviation alive. Ten years later, the situation would change, but we'll return to that in a later chapter.

For a while, I was quite disheartened after being rejected by the Air Force. It felt like a future career path had vanished. But becoming a farmer wasn't bad—I enjoyed that life, having been born into it. My father arranged for me to attend the agricultural school in Svalöv, a boarding school where students shared dorm rooms in pairs. My roommate, Tommy, was a genuinely good guy—always helpful and friendly. Tommy and his brother, Bengt, were diving instructors in Helsingborg, and on weekends, I earned my diving certification at their diving school.

The year in Svalöv became one of the best of my youth. We studied and earned good grades in both the Basic Course (GK), the Machinery Course (MK), and during practical training. But studies didn't take up all our time—we had a wonderful time in the evenings and during free hours. There was a folk high school right next to our agricultural school, separated only by a hedge. That hedge was nicknamed the Berlin Wall. Night-duty teachers monitored the boundary between the schools, tasked with preventing visits from the opposite sex after 9 PM. Naturally, sneaking past their watchful eyes became a sport. As if the folk high school weren't enough, a few kilometers outside Svalöv was another interesting institution: the Svalöv Rural Homemaking School. There, girls trained to become farm wives. Their parents likely hoped their daughters would find a wealthy farmer to marry. Often, these were city girls attending the school—back then, it was considered "refined" to study rural homemaking.

Many amusing incidents happened that year. "Sin is its own punishment" is an old saying that one of our teachers experienced firsthand. Our animal husbandry teacher was diligent in exposing students who went "visiting," especially at the homemaking school. Unbeknownst to him, he was also engaged in a secret courtship with the female principal there. He'd sneak over in the evenings, hoping no one would see him. It didn't take long before one of our classmates caught the teacher during one of his clandestine visits. The teacher always left his boots outside the window he climbed through to visit his beloved. Our group decided to retaliate for all the reports he'd made to the principal about our "visits." Someone found a pile of cow manure in a nearby field and distributed it between the teacher's two boots outside the principal's window.

Sometimes we played pranks on the girls at the homemaking school. Their customary duties included caring for chickens and geese, a task that involved everything from collecting eggs to wringing necks and plucking feathers for meals—often a tough lesson. One night, a few buddies sneaked up to the chicken house with an old hand sprayer, a "Flytox," typically used for killing indoor flies. The sprayer had a small container they'd filled with blue food coloring. The next morning, the students stood dumbfounded when they let out the chickens: how could white hens turn blue overnight? All signs pointed to the culprits, but the teachers' investigation was dropped immediately—there was no evidence.

During the spring and summer of 1967, while I attended the Machinery Course (MK), theory alternated with practice. The school had a modern workshop where we learned various welding techniques and how to operate different machine tools. We repaired tractors and farm machinery, even overhauled tractor engines. The agricultural school also operated a machinery station. Back then, many small farms couldn't afford large, expensive equipment used only during brief harvest seasons. For smaller holdings, it made more sense to hire services from machinery stations, which were plentiful in Skåne at the time. The school's station had about twenty tractors, five or six large combine harvesters, and numerous other farm machines. We students gained valuable hands-on experience operating most of this equipment on farms that contracted the station.

Behind the machinery station lay a narrow airstrip, roughly 400 meters long. We students helped load chemicals or fertilizers into the large yellow agricultural planes operating from the strip behind the school's workshop. Guess who always volunteered? The roar of a big yellow Thrush Commander with its nine-cylinder, 600-horsepower radial engine was mighty—and reignited my flying dreams. We earned some money driving tractors for the station, enough for me to secretly take flying lessons at Landskrona Flying Club in my free time. The instructor there was the charismatic Gunnar Nordin. Training went well, and after eleven hours, I flew my first solo—no instructor beside me. That first solo is something no pilot forgets. Gunnar and I had been practicing takeoffs and landings for half an hour when he suddenly opened the Cessna's door, stepped out, and said, "Do three takeoffs and landings exactly like we just did." It was completely unexpected, and my pulse noticeably quickened. Now it was just me and the plane. The feeling of flying alone for the first time was unmatched. I gave full throttle, and the plane lifted off much faster than I was used to—90 kg lighter without Gunnar. After my third and final landing, Gunnar walked toward me smiling:

"Congratulations, you did well." I exhaled, feeling like the luckiest guy on Earth. But no happiness lasts forever. After fourteen hours of flight training, the money ran out. I asked Mom for a loan, but she refused. Instead, she called Gunnar Nordin and asked him to terminate my training, terrified word would reach Dad. Gunnar disagreed, insisting I had real flying aptitude worth nurturing. Practically though, my training ended there—no money meant my pilot dream was crushed for the second time.

Once again, I figured becoming a farmer might be best, though I'd resolved not to take over the home farm—it would never work between my father and me. Becoming an agriculturalist would let me work as an operations supervisor on a large farm or find administrative work. After agricultural school, practical training on farms was required to accumulate points for higher education, and I completed most of my internship at machinery stations. Machinery, workshops, and farming combined—a mix I enjoyed.

In summer 1968, I spotted an ad in the paper: SIDA (Swedish International Development Authority) sought agricultural instructors for Africa. Overseas service awarded double points per month, so I applied. Africa had fascinated me since childhood with its wildlife and unique nature—I'd devoured books about explorers there. I submitted my application and was called to a two-day selection test in Stockholm. There, I learned 800 applicants vied for five positions. Though demoralizing, I was already there and resolved not to quit. Weeks later, a thin envelope from SIDA lay in the mailbox, which I assumed meant rejection. But reading the one-page letter, I cheered loudly, startling Mom. "You're accepted as an agricultural instructor at a farming cooperative in Zambia from October 1968 to 1970! Preparatory training in Linköping during July and August—welcome!" it said. A huge victory!

That spring, I'd managed the farm while my parents spent two weeks in France studying Charolais cattle—a new beef breed Dad later imported to Sweden. As thanks, I got a week's vacation to the Canary Islands. A family friend owned a hotel on Gran Canaria where I stayed. Sun, swimming, and nightlife were nice, but the flight remains unforgettable. Back then, we flew from Bulltofta near Malmö—Sturup Airport didn't exist yet. I flew on Transair's new Boeing 727, an incredibly beautiful all-white aircraft with a red stripe along the fuselage and a red sun on the tail. The most stunning plane I'd ever seen, it became my favorite to admire, dream about, and build models of. Little did I know the 727 would play a major role for me much later.

Before leaving for Zambia, I had much to pack: clothes, books, and my large toolbox, which I'd gotten at a good discount from one of the workshops where I'd interned. SIDA covered shipping for all of us, so we didn't need to skimp on weight.

Our first stop before heading to Zambia was Amsterdam. There, we studied tropical agriculture at the Institute of Tropical Agriculture for a month. Days were filled with lectures and evenings with parties. Back then, Amsterdam was still relatively innocent—without the violent crimes of robbery, murder, and assault. However, it was known as a city of sin, full of hash-smoking hippies and infamous districts of bars and scantily clad women around Kanalstraat. Time flew, and soon it was time to travel to the country below the equator.

The journey to Zambia took me via Rome and Nairobi, Kenya. In Nairobi, we switched planes and continued to Lusaka, Zambia's capital, where representatives from the local areas we'd be working in welcomed us. Our task was to train and educate locals in farming methods adapted to regional conditions. I was assigned to a camp responsible for five agricultural cooperatives in Muswishi. After a long trip through the bush, I was met by Sven and Gunnar, two cheerful guys from Småland. They had already been there for two years and had extended their contracts. My primary role became maintaining tractors and equipment, plus repairing most things that broke in the workshop—which happened often. One challenge was explaining to tractor drivers where to fill diesel versus water.

After a couple of months, I quickly settled into routines, both in the camp's workshop and out at the cooperatives. One day, during a post-work chat, I mentioned my interest in flying. Gunnar then told me about a flying club in Kabwe (formerly Broken Hill), the nearest town. That was something I absolutely wanted to check out. The following weekend, I took my motorcycle to the club to meet like-minded people. I found Broken Hill Flying Club next to the local airstrip, Milliken Field. The strip was a worn grass runway about 600 meters long, with a small open hangar housing an old Piper J3 Cub. Everyone I met at the club was friendly—mostly white farmers, but also some train drivers from Zambian State Railways on contract from South Africa. Someone asked if I had a pilot's license. No, I didn't—just flight hours certified by Gunnar Nordin. A few mentioned they took flying lessons every Sunday at the field. A trainer aircraft with an instructor came once a week, and if more people were interested, the cost per student would be cheaper since the instructor's flight time from Lusaka was split.

My logbook, stamped by Gunnar Nordin the year before, was approved, and I enrolled as a student at City Air Services flight school in Lusaka. During training, we flew both Piper Cherokee 140s and Cessna 150s, depending on availability in Kabwe. It was intense flight training, and I didn't miss a single lesson. Back then, spin exercises were part of the British flight curriculum, something we practiced often. When I tell young pilots today about practicing spins in a Cessna 150, they say it's no longer taught—considered too dangerous.

I can't resist sharing our "unauthorized flights" with the "little Cub," the old, nearly abandoned Piper J3 Cub in the open hangar. The plane wasn't airworthy; its certificate had expired years earlier. Still, the older gentlemen would pour in some car gasoline and fly a few laps around the field, claiming "the engine needs to stay running." One day, someone teased me: "Are you a real Viking from Sweden, or don't you dare fly the little Cub?" He shouldn't have said that. I ran to "the little Cub," swung the propeller to start the engine as I'd seen others do, and it roared to life. I jumped in and taxied to the runway. After magneto checks and other pre-takeoff routines, I gave full throttle and took off. The lap around the field went fine, and I lined up for landing. The approach was decent, but I'd never flown a tailwheel plane before. All my previous training aircraft had nosewheels and were easy to land. This time, I came in a bit too fast and tried to set down, but the landing was anything but smooth. The plane started bouncing and hopping like a happy cow let out to spring pasture. I had to throttle up again for another attempt. This time went slightly better—the plane was intact, and so was I, though a bit shaken. Afterward, the "Viking" was rewarded with a whisky at the bar.

But then came a day that nearly halted my flight training: the money wouldn't last. My salvation was my big, expensive toolbox. A guy from a nearby camp had earlier asked if I'd sell it, but I'd refused. Now, I asked if he was still interested, and he was. The training wasn't just flying; it included a lot of theory. Every night after work at the cooperatives or in the workshop, I spent hours studying for my pilot's license. Many subjects were new to me: meteorology, aviation laws and regulations, aerodynamics, and radio communication. I passed all theory exams during the winter of 1968–69, and my checkride for the A-certificate, or PPL (Private Pilot License), was successfully completed on March 6, 1969. The feeling that day was indescribable—it was my second personal victory. But another special event would come to influence my future.

One day at the flying club, while waiting for my flight lesson, an agricultural plane landed—a Cessna Ag-wagon. It was to be used for spraying nearby cornfields against pests. The pilot, a friendly Englishman from Nairobi, Kenya, mentioned he'd stay a few days since Zambia had no similar aircraft at the time. He happily talked about his work and showed us the plane. Local farmers helped fill the tanks with chemicals and refuel with gasoline. I remember him as a large, burly man who constantly puffed on a cigar, even while flying. To me, he had a dream job: combining farming and flying. The decision was easy—I'd become a professional pilot, specifically an "agricultural pilot" as the license stated. All I needed now was a Commercial Pilot License (CPL), the lowest class of commercial license, which required at least 200 hours.

My patience with SIDA was wearing thin. Our applications for small funds to aid the cooperatives were constantly denied, yet when officials from Stockholm visited, no expense was spared. They stayed at luxury hotels in Lusaka, overflowing with food and drink. SIDA staff were supposed to inspect all cooperatives, but visits were rushed to maximize time at the Lusaka hotels, preferably alongside the Swedish ambassador.

At the flying club, I met Derrik Watson, a farmer who co-managed an estate of over 2,000 hectares with an English partner. They mostly grew seed corn for export via Zambia's agriculture department to southern African countries and also ran a beef operation with around 1,000 cattle. Derrik mentioned they owned two Cessna 172s for negotiating contracts in neighboring countries. Sensing I might leave SIDA, he offered me a farm manager position. The pay was decent, but the real perk was flying to log hours—so I accepted. First, though, I wanted a month's leave in Sweden, which he agreed to.

That summer, returning to Skåne in June, I realized I needed work to become self-sufficient and independent from my parents. Luckily, that was quickly resolved. An old friend needed a tractor driver to operate a thresher for pea harvesting under contract with Findus. We worked 12-hour shifts, which I—young and energetic—found fun, especially given the good pay. Off-duty, I enjoyed time with friends, parties, and generally enjoyed life.

One day, I discovered a new flying club had formed in Eslöv and went to investigate. It turned out Lund University of Technology had started one at Eslöv Airfield with three French Rallye aircraft: Club and Commodore models. The Club had a 140-hp engine; the Commodore, 180 hp—both four-seaters. The biggest draw was the Rallye Club's rental rate: 50 SEK/hr without an instructor, 60 SEK with. After a checkride with a pleasant instructor named Kurt Bengtsson, who verified my Zambian PPL, I was cleared to rent planes when available. Naturally, I took friends on flights, splitting costs. Even my mom and sister joined a trip, despite Dad's protests before they met me at the airfield. But I was of age now—he couldn't stop me.

That summer, I also met the woman who'd become my wife. We got engaged and married just four months later, eventually having two wonderful sons I'm immensely proud of. I keep this private chapter to myself, not because anything was wrong, but out of respect for all involved. While we're no longer married today, I'm grateful for our years together. I'll mention my family where relevant, as I shared these experiences with a loyal wife and two boys. The vacation passed quickly, but I logged about 40 flight hours, bringing my total to 126.

In September 1969, I returned to Zambia. Derrik Watson met me in Lusaka and drove me to Devonshire Estate, my new workplace outside Kabwe (formerly Broken Hill). After settling into my farm housing, I was introduced to Derrik's partner, Peter Crighton—an older English gentleman. Peter had been an army colonel during WWII. As a reward, British officers often chose between cash or land in African colonies, and Peter chose land. With his wife, he bought an ox and wagon and trekked north into what was then Northern Rhodesia, to their allocated plot outside Broken Hill. For years, they labored to clear dense bush, hectare by hectare, growing corn and starting cattle breeding—the foundation of their later beef operation. As Peter aged and began considering retirement, Derrik Watson—a farmer who had previously failed in England—entered the picture and bought half the estate. However, I didn't get nearly as much flight time on the farm as I'd hoped and been promised. After a good harvest, Derrik also cheated me out of my promised commission—I was, after all, a naive Swede without a written contract. I realized I couldn't stay. The promised flight hours never materialized; I only managed to log 20 hours over 8 months. I resigned and returned to Sweden in May 1970. By then, I had around 150 total flight hours and a Zambian private pilot license—hardly "anything to write home about," but still a step forward.
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