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UCHS ROTC cadet earns

wings with solo flight

From Staff Reports

Gabe Simerly, a senior at
‘Unicoi County High School,
recently became a member
of an exclusive club and ful-
filled a lifelong dream at the
same time.

Simerly, a cadet in the Air
Force JuniorROTCprogram
at UCHS, became the 31st
UCHS cadet to complete a
solo flight. Simerly’s flight
‘was made possible through
a sponsorship by the Ten-
nessee Flight Foundation,
a found blish

pilot, served as Simerly’s in-
structor.

After landing his flight,
Simerly was beaming with
pride and the excitement of
asolo flight.

“Pve always loved the
thought of flying and now I
achieved it,” Simerly said.
“Tt was a challenge, but I'm
very glad I stuck with itand
reached my goal.”

On hand to witness Sim-
erly’s solo flight was his fa-

ther, Chris Phillips.
“I'm really proud of Gabe
for this acl and

in 1992 by former UCHS
ROTC instructor Lt. Col.
Bill Powley, who serves as
the foundation’s president.

According to current
UCHS ROTC instruc-
tor Major Steve Re, the
state-funded  foundation
promotes aviation to high
school ROTC cadets from
the northeast Tennessee
area by offering orienta-
tion flights to all cadets.
Since 1996, the foundation
has also offered discounted
flight instruction leading to
the solo flights.

After several weeks of
scheduling conflicts and
weather delays, Simerly
landed his solo flight on Jan.
27 at Greeneville airport.
Re said Simerly completed
the solo flight after just nine
hours of total flight instruc-
tion time. Powley, who is
a retired Air Force fighter

it was really exciting to be
there when he stepped out
of the plane,” Phillips said.
“His mom and grandma
were excited too, but a little
nervous about the flight and
were very happy when 1
called with the good news.”

Following the flight, Pow-
ley performed the custom-
ary ritual of cutting off the
pilot’s shirt and signing it
to commemorate the event.
Simerly brought the shirt
back to the ROTC class-
room where he tacked it up
on the wall next to the shirts
of the 30 UCHS solo pilots
before him.

At UCHS last week, Re
officially presented Simerly
with his silver solo pilot
wings which he now proud-
ly wears on his AFJROTC
uniform.

Re said Simerly’s solo
flight was the first by a

After flight; Bill Powley, Gabe Simerly, Chris Phillips

UCHS student in several

ars.

“Is been nearly five
years since a UCHS cadet
has completed the solo pro-
gram, so we’re hoping that
Gabe’s success will inspire
some other cadets to reach
for the sky in the near fu-
ture,” Re added.

Participating and com-
pleting the solo flight pro-
gram teaches valuable les-
sons, according to Re.

“This was a totally new
experience for (Gabe). He
knew nothing about flight
and the skills and knowl-
edge required to succeed,”
Re said. “He said he did it
mainly for the challenge of
accomplishing a strange
subject. He said he learned
that if you dedicate yourself
fully to anything, you can do
it, no matter what.”

Re also praised Simerly
for his achievement and for
his hard work in the class-
room and the AFJROTC
program.

“Gabe is one of our most
energetic and active cadets.
He'’s like the Energizer bun-
ny, just keeps going and go-
ing,” Re added. “He’s been
very successful in every-
thing he does from academ-
ics to athletics, to numerous
hobbies and interests.

“Gabe was an obvious
choice for this solo program
and 'm very proud of him.”

In addition to being the
31st UCHS student to com-
plete the solo program,
Simerly became the 109th
Northeast Tennessee stu-
dentsponsoredby the Flight
Foundation. According to
Re, many students who fin-
ish the solo flight program
continue on to get their pri-
vate pilot’s license.
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