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Wind: When is it too much?

“Are

we going to fly today? Isn’t it too
windy to fly,” a student asked recently. I responded, “No, it isn’t
too windy. Why wouldn’t we?”
“I wouldn’t even think about flying in this wind,” the student added. I explained, “What if you departed early some
calm morning, only to return to your home airport and find
that the wind was really blowing? That’s why we’re going to
fly today and gain some experience in windy, turbulent, and
crosswind conditions.”
But, when is it too windy? Would you fly if you knew you
would have to deal with a 30-degree by 12-knot crosswind?
How about a 45-degree by 15-knot crosswind? What if it
was only a 10-degree crosswind but the wind was 18-20

knots? How would you go about making the decision to fly
or not fly?
Some may say no problem, while others wouldn’t bother
opening the hangar door.
Far too many of us have become “fair weather” pilots.
If the windsock is moving, it’s too windy to fly! Though we
were given a fair amount of crosswind training while earning a certificate, many of us didn’t really keep up with the
required skill level for safely handling crosswinds. Consequently, what once may have given us a slight stomach
twinge has now grown into a full-blown twisting, churning
stomach cramp just thinking about landing in a crosswind.
I recall a personal situation a number of years ago. I
had just acquired an airplane in which I had very little
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experience, and it had a reputation for poor handling
in crosswinds.
Thus, I only flew it when the wind was either calm or
was directly down the runway. During the day while sitting in my office, I’d frequently daydream about flying the
airplane and tell myself, “Tonight I’m going to do some
crosswind landings in it.” By day’s end and while driving to
the airport, a huge stomach cramp would develop. My confidence gone, I would give in to my inner fear. This practice
went on for a month or more until I finally got mad at myself. I started out doing some light crosswind landings on a
wide turf runway. My pre-established goal each day was to
make six crosswind landings before putting
the airplane away. As the number of landings
increased, my self-confidence increased and
the stomach churning monster became a peanut-sized twitch, which I accepted as nothing
more than my inner self telling me to be on
my toes while making crosswind landings.
There is nothing wrong with having a built-in
safety alert when one flies airplanes!
How Can We Alleviate This Fear? How
Much Wind Is Too Much?
Given the fact that we are flying similar
aircraft, what may be too much wind for one
pilot may be nothing more than a light breeze
for the next. Much more depends on proficiency rather than on currency. One can go
out and make three marginal takeoffs and
landings every 90 days and be legally current.
But does that make one proficient? Absolutely not, especially with crosswinds!
Many of us don’t really know the true
crosswind capabilities of the airplane we
regularly fly. One might first research the
published information about the airplane
and try to determine what the factory stated
as “the maximum crosswind component” for
the aircraft. Then calculate what the crosswind component is for today’s conditions.
And finally, give serious but candid thought
to your own experience with crosswinds, especially recent experience.
Many of the vintage airplanes we fly for
pleasure today have very limited printed information available. During the late decade of the ’40s,
when many of these airplanes were built, the manufacturers didn’t publish any crosswind limitations. At that time
many of the general aviation airports were nothing more
than a quarter-section of land with hangars located around
the perimeter and a windsock in the middle of the open
field. All one needed to do to make a safe landing was check
out the windsock and then land into the wind somewhere
on the open field.
Today we have paved runways…and crosswinds! Procedures for taking off and landing have to be changed to deal
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with these winds to prevent adventurous off-runway rides
through the tall grass, runway lights, and drainage ditches.
So, let’s first take a look at crosswind components. Most
all airplanes built in the 1940s and even into the 1950s
didn’t publish a crosswind component limit. Thus, we’ll
turn to the standard method for identifying this number.
The crosswind component for most any given standard category airplane is: Crosswind component = .2V SO or more
simply 20 percent of stall speed. This number provides us
with the maximum crosswind at 90 degrees to the runway.
If you’re flying a J-3 Cub with a stall speed of 37 mph, the
maximum crosswind at 90 degrees will be about 7-8 mph.

Once we have determined the approximate maximum
crosswind component, we can then refer to the standard
crosswind component chart to calculate the crosswind for
any given day and wind condition. If this chart isn’t readily
available, the following set of fractional numbers can also
be used to determine the crosswind component for the day.
These rules of thumb are as follows:
• wind angle 10 degrees off runway heading the crosswind component = 1/6 of the wind strength.
• wind angle 20 degrees off runway heading the cross-

One can go out and
make three marginal
takeoffs and landings
every 90 days and be
legally current. But
does that make one
proficient?
wind component = 1/3 of the wind strength
• wind angle 30 degrees off runway heading the crosswind component = 1/2 of the wind strength
• wind angle 40 degrees off runway heading the crosswind component = 2/3 of the wind strength
• wind angle 50 degrees off runway heading the crosswind component = 5/6 of the wind strength
• wind angle 60 degrees or greater off runway heading
the crosswind component = surface wind strength
As an example, let’s say the wind is 30 degrees off runway heading at 15 mph. The crosswind component will be
7.5 mph. (15 x .5 = 7.5).
Would you be comfortable practicing takeoffs and landings with this wind condition? Maybe not. But in a few
days, after some confidence-building practice, this crosswind wouldn’t cause you any concern.
We have the luxury of two grass runways at my home
airport. One is 200 feet wide and 2,000 feet long, while the
other is 75 feet wide and 3,000 feet long. When teaching

crosswind landings I like to start crosswind work on the
wide runway if possible, as the turf is not only quite forgiving, but also wide enough so that I can let the individual
wander left or right without doing any damage to the airplane or his or her ego. With repetition most individuals
will rapidly improve.
You may not have the luxury of two turf runways at your
airport, but is there another airport fairly near where you
could practice some crosswind landings?
During the past week I’ve had the pleasure of flying with
three individuals who are working on a tailwheel endorsement. All made the same mistake when we transitioned to
a hard surface runway. So, I would like to make one cautionary statement: If the airplane drifts left or right of the
centerline, don’t try to bring the plane back to the centerline. Rather, straighten out the takeoff or landing roll and
continue on a straight line. I find a lot of pilots will try to
get back on the centerline, only to overcorrect and begin a
series of runway S-turns.
Another exercise I do personally and try to get all students to do the same, once in position on the runway prior
to takeoff, pause for a few seconds, take a deep relaxing
breath, and think about what effect the crosswind is going to have on the airplane. For example, if dealing with a
30-degree crosswind from the left, anticipate the need for
more right rudder than usual, especially as the tail comes
off the ground. The tail is a big flat surface. The crosswind
will strike the tail forcing it to the right and the nose to the
left, thus causing the need for more than the usual amount
of right rudder.
Safe crosswind takeoffs and landings should not be
feared, provided we as pilots get out and practice them from
time to time. You’ll gain self-confidence while becoming a
better and safer pilot.
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