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On July 6th, 2023, I had a scheduled flight lesson at 6:30 am with a 17-year-old female member-student 
of Flight Club 502 at Bowman Field in Louisville, Ky. I have provided Certified Flight instructor services to 
flight students and informal mentoring to other CFIs in the non-profit organization since September of 
2022. 

On the way to the airport, I contacted my student to explain that due to the weather we would most 
likely be conducting a simulator lesson. When I arrived, the weather was notably improved and moving 
to the east. It was cloudy, but dry with radar showing all the precipitation well east of the airport. Our 
lesson called for a short flight to the north to KIMS in Indiana to conduct pattern work in advance of her 
pre-solo stage check. I watched the student conduct the cabin pre-flight of the Diamond DA-20 (N988CT) 
utilizing a club-provided checklist. I walked around to her side of the plane as she checked the fuel. The 
external fuel check is completed by dropping a wooden stick with notches cut in it that indicate ¼, ½, ¾, 
and full. I asked what the fuel level was, and she answered “16”. We normally start with 18 gallons 
which is the ¾ mark on the stick. I asked for the stick in order to check the level. I inserted the stick, 
retrieved it, and noted a mark one inch below the ¾ cut. I put it back in and withdrew it, showed it to 
the student and asked her where she saw the level. She pointed to 1 inch below the ¾ cut indicating 16 
gallons. I repeated the process again and noted the same mark. I secured the stick and she continued 
the external inspection of the airplane, including sumping the fuel in front of me. 

We completed our pre-start and pre-taxi checklists and announced our intentions to taxi to runway 15 
and depart VFR to the northeast. The airport was in Class E operations prior to 7am. As we neared the 
hold-short line for runway 15 the Tower announced the airport was in Class D operations. We advised 
the tower of our intentions, and they provided the current weather information and cleared us to 
depart runway 15 with a left turn on course. We completed our pre-takeoff checklist and our takeoff 
and emergencies on takeoff briefings. The student performed the takeoff, left turn and then a climb 
check list. I noted the fuel gauge level between ½ and ¾. She leveled off at 1800ft under the Charlie 
airspace and completed her cruise checklist. I reminded her to lean the mixture. We typically climb to 
3,000ft once we clear the Charlie’s shelf, however, there were some clouds lower than the reported 
levels so I advised her to climb to 2,000ft on a north heading. The visibility due north was much better 
than that to the northeast. Our lesson was covering GPS programming and it can be tempting to spend 
too much time “in the aircraft.” I kept reminding her and myself to check outside for traffic as we 
checked the traffic page in the GPS’ Nav selection. We also linked to my Sentry for ADS-B traffic 
advisories through ForeFlight. There were no other aircraft operating in our vicinity. The student 
programmed the radios using GPS switching as we approached KIMS. I helped her with her 
approach/descent checklist and we only had to lose 200 feet for traffic pattern altitude. Her initial entry 
into the pattern was at 45 degrees to the left downwind to Runway 21. She completed a touch-and-go, a 
go-around, followed by four more touch-and-gos including a forward slip to landing. The last time I 



checked the fuel gauge was the pre-landing checklist during the downwind on the last pattern. I do not 
recall exactly what it read. We departed to the south intending to climb to 2000 feet, but there were a 
few clouds that turned us west and then south towards Bowman Field. We stayed at 1,800ft and 
checked in with Bowman Tower 10 miles to the northeast. We were directed to fly to “Six Mile Island” 
and cleared straight-in to land runway 15. We completed our Approach/Descent checklist as we 
approached Six Mile Island. As we turned towards runway 15 I heard the engine retard, I grabbed the 
throttle over the student’s hand and asked if she had pulled the throttle back. It was my belief she had 
began to descend by pulling the throttle back from 2300rpm to 2000rpm as we normally do. However, 
we were already at the altitude we wanted to be at 5 miles from the field – 1,800ft (1300 feet AGL). We 
train to be at traffic pattern altitude at 3 miles. The student said she did not pull the throttle back. The 
engine had briefly recovered. When it sputtered again, I ensured the mixture was full-rich, the master 
was on, the magnetos were on Both, and the fuel pump was on. I advised Bowman Tower that we were 
experiencing engine difficulties. The tower immediately cleared me to land runway 15 and I 
acknowledged them. I estimated we were approximately 5 miles away. The engine was cycling through 
spurts of power and I realized it was a fuel issue; the fuel gauge read empty. The area between our 
plane and Bowman field offers no opportunities for off-field landings. I turned north with a tailwind and 
advised Bowman Tower we would be landing on the Indiana side and began looking for possible landing 
sites with my student. The tower advised they would notify Emergency Services. I located a corn field 
that I could use my remaining altitude to work to a right downwind and land into the wind. I put in flaps 
and advised the student we needed to shut everything down. I pulled the mixture, the throttle, the fuel 
shut-off, and turned off the master and the fuel pump as we began to turn to a base. There were very 
high wires across the street to the north of the field and I advised my student I would be doing a very 
aggressive forward slip as we passed the wires. I slipped the plane down to the top of the corn and bled 
off speed. I could see a break in the tree line at the end of the field and turned towards it. Once I was at 
60 kts, I began to let the plane settle.  We came to rest after a short roll out. I said “Out”, and my 
student and I released the canopy locks and pushed it open. She went to the rear of the plane. I grabbed 
my survival radio, exited the plane, and called “any station” - reporting that we were safely on the 
ground in a corn field about a mile north of the Ohio River and uninjured. Another aircraft relayed the 
transmission and was vectored to our location where they circled our landing site. I checked the student 
again for any injuries, and she was not physically hurt. Emergency services arrived about 15 minutes 
later. We retrieved our belongings from the plane and were escorted to a nearby office. The student’s 
parents arrived soon after. 

I am a part-time CFI. I am a full-time Police Sergeant with 24 years of experience – many years spent as a 
detective. It did not take me long to realize we didn’t take off with 16 gallons of fuel. I believe the time 
of day, weather conditions and lighting combined with an expectation bias contributed to reading a 
stain/shadow/whatever as a liquid marking on the fuel stick. The DA20 should burn about 5.1 gallons an 
hour in the settings we used throughout our flight. The 1.6 hour flight would consume 8.2 gallons. I 
would never have knowingly departed for our lesson below a half tank indication on the fuel stick or the 
fuel gauge – 12 gallons. My belief was that I was departing with fuel that could allow a 1.5 hour lesson 
with more than an hour of reserve fuel. I was incorrect in my perception of the fuel level. The result of 
the error could have been much worse.  




