Page 8

November 2007

MusTaNGSs & LEGenDs IN CoLumBus, OHIO

The eagerly anticipated aviation event “The Gathering of Mustangs and
Legends — 2007 was by all counts a resounding success. This huge air-
show and aviation extravaganza took place from September 27-October 1
at Rickenbacker Airport, Columbus, Ohio. The driving force behind the
event was Lee Lauderback, President, Stallion 51 Corporation (www.stal-
lion51.com), Kissimmee, Florida. He and his organization held the frst
Gathering of Mustangs & Legends in Kissimmee, Florida in April 1999.
That gathering was more of a reunion than an airshow, but set the seeds for
planning a much bigger event. After considering several locations, Rick-
enbacker Airport was selected. This was the perfect choice. Rickenbacker
Airport is celebrating its 65th Anniversary. It is also the 60th Anniversary
of the United States Air Force, but, of course, the glory days of the P-51
Mustang dates further back with the U. S. Army Air Force.
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The “star billing” for this weekend was the 85 P-51 Mustangs that few
in. No one was disappointed seeing 85 Mustangs fying into Rickenbacker
Airport and lined up on the tarmac allowing close inspection by spectators.
Attendance was estimated to total approximately 200,000 for the weekend
with beautiful sunny blue skies on Friday, Saturday and Sunday. In addi-
tion to the Mustangs the sky was flled with fying displays by the USAF
Thunderbirds doing their always spectacular routines and the USAF F-15,
F-16 and F-22.

The crowds were treated by three Heritage Fights; F-16 and P-51; F-
15 and two P-51s; F22 and three P-51s. On Sunday, the fnal Heritage
fight had a diamond formation of a P-51 leading an F-15, F-16 and F-22!
There was plenty of excitement generated by Fights by two P-47 Thunder-
bolts, two P-38 Lightnings, a P-63 King Cobra, two B-25 Mitchells, two
B-17 Fortresses, the Canadian Warbird Heritage AVRO Lancaster and, of
course, numerous P-51 Mustangs. Simulated bombing and strafng runs
by all of these warbirds were enhanced by spectacular explosives pyro-
technics done by Rich’s Incredible Pyro of Rockford, Illinois, making for
realistic looking and sounding battle scenes. In addition to the above-men-
tioned aircraft, there were aerobatic displays by the Red Barons PT-17
Stearman team, Aeroshell AT-6 team, John Mohr in his PT-17 and other
aerobatic acts.

Visitors had the opportunity to meet and greet over 40 P-51 WWII lots,
plus 48 Tuskegee Airmen veterans. This was ftting in that Rickenbacker
Airport was formerly known as Lockbourne Army Airbase and was the
Tnal base for the Tuskegee Airmen Squadrons after the war. In 1948
President Truman signed the executive order ending segregation in the
US Armed Forces and the Tuskegee Airmen were transferred around the
world to integrate all USAF bases.

The real stars of the airshow were the Mustangs. It seemed that there
were Mustangs in the air all the time, even before and after offcial show
hours. The plan to put 51 Mustangs in the air together did not pan out.
On both Saturday and Sunday, a formation of 20 Mustangs took to the air
fying over in formation of Fights of four. Then after fying off to regroup,
they impressed the crowd with a fying formation in the shape of the num-
ber 51.

Throughout the day, spectators could walk the line-up of P-51s and the
other aircraft, inspect them up close, and talk to pilots and aircrew. Most
of the Mustangs were P-51Ds, of course (including a few 2-seat dual con-
trol TF-51Ds), but there were some rarely seen models, two P-51Cs, a
dual control TP-51C and a P-51A. There was even a fuselage section of
an XP.51G (only two were built), whose owner, John Morgan, actively
plans to restore/rebuild it to fy the plane. It seemed that almost every P-51
Tghter group in the European and Mediterranean theaters was represented
by their group and squadron markings. There were also a few P-51Ds in
Reno Air Racing schemes, including the much modifed P-51D “Precious
Metal” with a Rolls-Royce Griffon engine, clipped wings and a contra-
rotating six- bladed propeller.

Veteran airshow participants from across the United States and Canada,
as well as England, Belgium and elsewhere highly praised the event. The
show management, volunteers, participants, security forces (civilian and
military) did their jobs professionally and in a friendly manner. Observa-
tions such as “Best airshow | have been to!”; “Better than Oshkosh!”;
“Excellent warbird show!”; “Wonderful combination of current and vin-
tage aircraft” were heard time and again. Congratulations are due to all
involved. Hopefully, we can have more “Last Gatherings”.

By Mike Raftus






