
Going to Triple Tree is mostly about being at Triple Tree; 

once they’ve landed and settled in, nobody really wants to leave, even temporarily.
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THIS IS NOT A PAT HARTNESS STORY; this is a ‘we’ story, not a ‘me’ 

story,” said Pat, EAA Lifetime 27545, the founder and driving 

force behind Triple Tree Aerodrome (SC00), just south of 

Woodruff, South Carolina. 

Fair enough. It is, however, the story of a singular place, 

home to two well-intertwined worlds of aviation, that’s named 

for three trees. And, despite his protests, it’s a story of a place 

that wouldn’t exist if not for Pat. 

CLICK THIS VIDEO 

TO SEE MORE ABOUT TRIPLE TREE
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simply as Mr. Pat around the grounds at 

Triple Tree, he is the quintessential south-

ern gentleman. With a shock of white hair, 

and a warm, avuncular drawl, he’s as much 

at home in a straw hat sipping sweet tea on 

the veranda as he is in a ball cap turning a 

wrench on the oversized mower that Triple 

Tree staff and volunteers use to keep the 

grass runway trimmed. 

Like many of us, Pat has aviation in his 

blood. Both of his parents learned to fly in 

1940 via the Civil Air Patrol. They bought a 

Piper Cub soon thereafter, and Pat’s mother 

started teaching under the auspices of the 

Civilian Pilot Training Program. Pat took 

his first flight in that Cub when he was 4 

years old. 

“I remember going, them taking me and 

putting me in the Cub and putting the seat 

belt on me and telling me to obey and listen, 

and I loved it … I knew I was going to fly.” 

And, along with his brother and sister, fly he 

did. Not surprisingly, he started with con-

trol-line, or U-control, models and free 

flight, then RC, and then flying lessons in the 

family Cub as he progressed into full-scale 

aviation. A quick note on semantics: avid 

modelers don’t say “real airplane” when 

they need to differentiate between an air-

craft you fly from inside the cockpit versus 

one you fly from the ground with a radio. 

They’re all “real airplanes,” and if you’ve 

seen some of the meticulously built giant-

scale models that in some cases are bigger 

than the smallest of their manned counter-

parts, you’ll agree.

As Pat got more and more involved in 

both sides of aviation, he went to a lot of fly-

ins and model meets, and he wasn’t very 

encouraged by what he found. “Being a 

younger person at that time, you got booted 

around … The people were interested only in 

the adults, and … the more affluent … They 

just weren’t nice to the young people.” 

Pat describes the RC community at that 

time as being like a fraternity. “I wanted to 

belong tremendously. I really would have 

Known
loved to have been invited … but that never happened.” Based on that 

feeling, that sense of exclusion, when Pat started thinking of hosting 

his own events, he made a promise, one that he’s kept for decades, to 

everyone’s benefit. “I swore then, if we could do it, we would first 

not be bossy, secondly we’d welcome everybody … doing it with the 

right attitude,” he said. 

As Pat was growing up, his father, Tom, owned a Pepsi franchise. At 

the time, they struggled with the process of feeding the bottles — 500 

of them every minute, back then — into consumer-ready six packs. 

The waste from dropped bottles that missed their mark was a high but 

seemingly unavoidable cost of doing business. The senior Hartness 

wouldn’t accept this, so he started tinkering and came up with a fix, 

and hired Pat, at about age 30, as the first employee of a new, separate 

Pat Hartness (right) was as happy to welcome EAA President and CEO Jack Pelton to Triple Tree 
for the first time as Jack was to be there. 
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venture to bring the solution to market. The device, called a guide fin-

ger, but best described in layman’s terms as something like a shoehorn 

that would safely feed bottled products into their packages, drastically 

reduced waste and was an easy sell to the more than 3,000 Pepsi and 

Coca-Cola bottling plants around the country at that time. 

“We were able to take this invention, put it in the Beech Baron, 

we could take it and … install it in … four or five hours in a plant … 

and that’s how we got started,” Pat recalled. From there, Tom, Pat, 

and Pat’s brother, Bobby, formed Hartness Engineering and began 

building complete packaging equipment with their innovation 

built in. That business expanded into an empire that today, some 

45 years later, has offices on every continent except Antarctica and 

clients that are far too numerous to mention, but it’s safe to say that 

if you drink it, eat it, or clean with it, it was probably packaged by a 

Hartness machine. 

Pat eventually took over as CEO, and that was his day job until 

he settled into a comfortable retirement, but his evenings and 

weekends were all about aviation.

In the early 1980s, Pat bought a house with a 2,500-foot grass strip 

and a Stearman to keep the family Cub company. Working with his 

college friend Joe Nall, Pat hosted his first RC meet at his house in 

1982. That meet, the Greenville 

Giant-Scale Fly-In, was focused 

on larger RC models and really 

marked the advent of the giant-

scale RC movement. A total of 35 

people showed up, flying quar-

ter-scale Cubs and warbirds and 

custom designs of all kinds. Over 

the course of the meet, attend-

ees swapped stories, ideas, and 

airplane parts, and enjoyed the 

warm and easy camaraderie 

that’s become the hallmark of all 

of Pat’s events. The following 

year, more people showed up, 

and it’s been growing ever since. 

Eventually, the meet began to 

outgrow Pat’s home strip, and 

began to test the patience of 

some of the neighbors. There 

were several large businesses 

Triple Tree, with its breathtaking grass runway and delightful set dressing, like the old-time general store, welcomes fly-in visitors of all types. 

JOE NALL

Pat met Joe Nall while they were 

both students at Furman University 

in Greenville, South Carolina, and 

learned quickly that they shared a 

passion for aviation, both full-scale 

and RC. Joe, a pastor-turned-

lawyer, was a lifelong modeler 

and full-scale pilot and instructor, 

and a fixture at Pat’s giant-scale 

RC events starting with that first 

one in 1982. Attendees of those 

early events remember Joe as the 

eminently knowledgeable — and 

funny — voice of RC modeling, as 

he served as show narrator and 

master of ceremonies. 

In 1986, Joe was appointed by 

President Reagan to the National 

Transportation Safety Board, 

where he served with pride and 

distinction until his tragic death as 

a passenger in the crash of a Cessna 

402 in Caracas, Venezuela, in 1989. 

Shortly thereafter, Pat chose to 

remember his longtime friend by 

renaming the annual RC  

meet in his honor. 
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nearby that repeatedly expressed concerns about the risks of all of those 

not-so-little RC airplanes flying so close to their property. One year, Pat 

and company had to buy $3,800 worth of contact lens solution after an 

errant model punched a hole in the roof of a nearby Bausch & Lomb 

building, damage that wasn’t discovered until after the next rainstorm. 

It was time to move. 

Pat started looking for a new piece of property that not only 

could serve as a home for his ever-growing RC event, renamed Joe 

Nall Week after Joe was killed in a crash in 1989, but also could sup-

port full-scale fly-ins. He was looking for a place that was open, flat, 

and had a lake; after an extensive search, he bought 400 acres of a 

wooded, hilly watermelon farm that didn’t happen to have a lake, but 

there was something about the area that just seemed right. Pat’s 

wife, Mary Lou, suggested the name, inspired by three prominent 

oak trees on the property. While those trees eventually had to be 

cleared, three more were planted along the flightline to serve in their 

stead as living eponyms. 

Pat rounded up some friends, and they started cutting and clear-

ing and rolling and digging. They broke ground in 2000 and carved 

out a 50-acre lake, and then went to work on Triple Tree’s signature 

feature: a turf runway, 400 feet wide and a staggering 7,000-plus 

feet long. That runway is one of the reasons that locals refer to 

Triple Tree as the Augusta National of aviation. It’s no exaggeration 

to compare it to a golf course, as the grass that Pat had planted is a 

hybrid sod that’s grown specifically for use on fairways. As far as 

we know, it’s the longest grass runway in the country; it’s certainly 

the longest that most pilots are likely to encounter. “A lot of people 

say, ‘Why did you make it 7,000 feet?’ and I say, ‘Well, we would 

have made it more, but we hit the river,’” Pat said with a chuckle. It 

took years to finish, but anyone who’s been there will tell you that it 

was undeniably worth the effort. 

With that, Joe Nall Week had a new and permanent home. What 

started as a get-together of 35 people at Pat’s home strip has evolved 

into the event that means to model aviators what AirVenture does to 

their full-scale counterparts. In 2016, nearly 2,000 RC pilots brought a 

total of 15,000 models to the event, and total attendance topped 20,000 

people. The activity level at Joe Nall is almost overwhelming at first. 

Major hobby companies bring vendor tents, provide sponsorship, 

and offer flying demos of their latest kits. There are scores of aircraft 

in the air at any given time, day or night. The main flightline area is 

devoted to giant-scale aircraft, from Sopwith Pups and Fokker 

Triplanes to massive multiengine bombers and transports, 

A Mile 
and aHalf
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CLICK TO VISIT OUR TRIPLE TREE FLICKR GALLERY 
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Mustangs, Thunderbolts, and Messerschmitts, and even jets that are 

powered by real, functioning turbines, like a staggering 16-foot F-104 

Starfighter, exactingly modeled in quarter scale. 

There’s an area specifically for helicopters, areas for small elec-

tric aircraft, and one for what’s known as 3-D flying where 

third-scale Yaks, Sukhois, and Extras with 8- or 9-foot wingspans 

powered by giant 120-cc gas engines fly surprisingly gentle, hovering 

ballets, delicately dipping tail wheels and wingtips in a nearby pond 

just because they can. There’s even a seaplane base, where Beavers 

and Cubs on floats fly gentle circuits off the glassy water. If you’re 

new to model aviation, you can try your hand at U-control, thanks to 

dedicated stations staffed by patient instructors, or you can log some 

time on one of several state-of-the-art RC simulators where the 

inevitable crashes cause no actual damage. 

Over the years, the facilities and grounds have continued to 

evolve and improve. There are 5 miles of hiking trails, delightful 

wooded camping areas, ponds, great fishing in two different lakes, 

and swimming and canoeing in the Enoree River, which borders the 

property. The grounds are beautiful and, like something out of a 

Margaret Mitchell story, actually smell lightly of honeysuckle. 

The first building on the site, a simple structure that was used for 

meetings, is now “in character” as an old-time general store, complete 

with vintage wood siding and a proper southern sitting porch. The 

restrooms and shower houses are spotless and well-appointed with 

hair dryers and honest-to-goodness granite countertops. A 60-foot tall 

World War II-era control tower from the former Donaldson Air Force 

Base was brought to Triple Tree in pieces and reassembled on-site. 

Large, beautifully constructed wooden gazebos provide indoor/out-

door gathering spots for meals, drinks, and world-class hangar flying. 

And speaking of hangars, they built a big one to house not just the 

Stearman and the Cub, but a Spartan Executive, a Vultee BT-13, an 

AirCam (see the story in the January issue of Sport Aviation), and an

immaculate P-51 Mustang that are now all part of the Triple Tree fleet. 

With the ongoing success of Joe Nall Week supporting Triple 

Tree, Pat, and what he describes as his volunteer “board of 100 CEOs,” 

began planning their first full-scale fly-in. They approached the idea 

with the same attitudes that have served them so well with the Nall 

event, with Triple Tree’s motto front and center: fun, fellowship, and 

hospitality. Not surprisingly, the first fly-in in 2006 was a success, and 

they’ve been going strong ever since, drawing in as many as several 

hundred airplanes from across the country to the five-day event. Also 

not surprisingly, the full-scale events attract many of the same people 

who have been coming to Joe Nall for years. “Everybody’s exactly the 

same. A lot of mixture … between people who fly RC and full-scale … 

same people, fun people,” Pat said. 

While many of the people are the same, there is a markedly differ-

ent tone to the annual full-scale fly-in when compared to the model 

events. There’s no air show and, perhaps surprisingly, not even a lot of 

flying; people tend to fly in, set up camp, and then spend their time 

relaxing, hiking, boating, catch-

ing up with old friends, and

meeting local characters like 

Topper, Scooter, Reba, and 

everyone’s Uncle John, a spry 

93-year-old who’s quick with a 

laugh and a story, and seems to 

be everywhere at once. And, of 

course, looking at airplanes. 

Going to Triple Tree is mostly 

about being at Triple Tree; once 

they’ve landed and settled in, 

nobody really wants to leave, 

even temporarily.

Visitors can also choose 

from a surprisingly rich offering 

of hands-on workshops cover-

ing subjects like riveting, fabric 

covering, engine work, prop 

balancing, and more in Triple 

Tree’s spacious restoration facil-

ities. And then there’s the food; 

Pat and company lay out a dif-

ferent feast every night. Steak, 

ribs, barbecue, and fresh sweet 

corn on the cob, hundreds of ears hand-shucked by volunteers that 

afternoon. One night is christened “The Taste of Triple Tree,” where 

volunteers partner with local restaurants and caterers to create a circu-

lar buffet with a dizzying array of choices, from fried chicken and hush 

puppies to burgers, shrimp, baked beans, salads, chili, and a selection of 

desserts that makes you want to trot out words like “sumptuous.” 

Fly-in pilots are welcomed to Triple Tree by volunteer air traffic 

controllers who put that surplus control tower to good use offering 

advisory services on CTAF. And everyone who lands on that magnif-

icent green carpet of a runway just can’t say enough good things 

about it. Jerry Depew, EAA 882434, of Tennessee who came to the 

2016 fly-in in his 1951 Bonanza said, “When I landed it was like a 

pool table, so smoooooth, like landing on glass.” John Williams flew 

his REVO trike from Virginia and said, “The runway is like every-

body has advertised. It is like a golf course putting green. It was a 

delight to fly in.” Keith Seymour, who flew in with his wife, Marcia, 

in their newly restored Aeronca Chief said, “It’s like landing on a golf 

course … We have a really nice grass strip that we keep our airplane 

on, but, compared to this, it’s like gravel.” 

So what is it — aside from that legendary runway — that brings peo-

ple to Triple Tree? For Keith, it’s the inclusive community. “It doesn’t 

matter what you fly in, as long as you can fly in; everybody’s, on the 

same level, whether it’s an ultralight or the Lockheed Electra out front, 

it doesn’t matter … Everybody’s just as excited about what you’re flying 

What started as a get-together of 35 people at Pat’s home strip has 

evolved into the event that means to model aviators what AirVenture 

does to their full-scale counterparts.
THAT RUNWAY, THOUGH

Length:

7,000 feet plus 3,000 feet of 
overrun, 100-foot rise

Width: 

400 feet

Grass: 

Emerald Green 419 Tifton Bermuda 
fairway sod

Area: 

More than 2.8 million square feet

Fertilizer: 

12,000 pounds per application

Mower: 

Deere John, custom-built 36-foot 
wide with 12 10-hp heads, burning 
$3,600 in gas per month

Mowing frequency: 

Every 48 hours during the 
flying season
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… Everybody is equal once you get here,” he said. Steve Roth, who 

brought his 1946 Swift, said, “It’s a people thing. Come and try it, you’ll 

love it.” Gustavo Gorin, from Argentina by way of Illinois, praised the 

volunteers who staff the event. “All the hard work everybody puts out is 

just amazing. I feel guilty — it’s, like, here I am enjoying a beer, and 

everybody’s working so hard to make this such a pleasant trip,” he said. 

In addition to Joe Nall Week and the annual Triple Tree Fly-In, the 

aerodrome is home to multiple smaller events throughout the year, half 

of them supporting model aviation, half of them full-scale. While Pat 

and his team are known for reinforcing every cliché about southern 

hospitality, events at Triple Tree are technically not open to the public; 

to attend the RC events, you need to show membership in the Academy 

of Model Aeronautics (AMA), while full-scale attendance requires 

membership in EAA, AOPA, or other aviation organizations. The orga-

nizers consider this a low barrier to entry, and it tends to reinforce the 

“among friends” atmosphere that pervades the place. 

There is one major exception, one segment of the public that is 

always welcome: kids. Pat credits his involvement in modeling with 

making him the person he is today. “My model airplanes helped me 

most of all, because I learned to build, I learned to finish … whether 

it’s first class or shabby, I exercise everything I did in the business I 

had the opportunity to be in with my family. Building models taught 

me a lot of disciplines that carried over.” The impact of model avia-

tion on Pat’s life as well as his other “100 CEOs” led them to form an 

educational nonprofit foundation and build a brand-new learning 

center, a classroom that can accommodate as many as 100 people, 

and a STEM-based curriculum for visiting students to go with it.

Triple Tree’s volunteer communications director, Rob Traynham, 

EAA 1158491, a former director at Nissan and a pilot with the enviable 

job of flying the resident Mustang, is one of the instructors for the on-

site educational programs. “Our mission statement is to ignite and 

expand the passion for aviation,” he said. “What we’re seeing with the 

youth of today in aviation is not a lack of interest, it’s a lack of exposure. 

They can’t get close to airplanes now.” 

Gene Strozier, EAA 573549, the foundation’s 

treasurer and a retired U.S. Air Force 

pharmacist, is an avid modeler who’s 

been working with Pat for more than 

35 years. “There are no more city 

parks where you can fly your 

models, you can’t go behind

the schoolhouse any more … 

you’ve got to be something 

more organized,” he said. 

“Whether we get a few inter-

ested in remote-control or 

full-scale airplanes or both … 

If nothing else, we get them 

interested in aviation.” 

A Mile 
and aHalf

of Grass

When students — mostly 

fourth-graders from nearby 

schools, or CAP, scouting, or 

church groups — come to Triple 

Tree’s learning center, they get 

off the bus and are led into the 

main hangar. “They walk in, 

they see that P-51, that 

Stearman, and that Spartan, and 

without exception they go, ‘Oh, 

wow!’” Rob said. The classes 

run about four hours and cover 

the history of Triple Tree’s own 

airplanes, intertwined with an 

in-depth look at the Wright 

brothers’ story along with aero-

dynamics, control surfaces, and 

other technical details. The 

foundation is in the process of 

obtaining two Cessna 172 simu-

lators and planning an 

expanded curriculum that will 

include time in those, along with U-control and RC flying, culminating 

in full-scale glider flights. 

“When I talk to these kids, I tell them … maybe you don’t end up 

being a pilot, maybe you end up being an aeronautical engineer, 

maybe you end up being an A&P mechanic, maybe you work for 

Boeing … maybe you don’t do any of that. But maybe, you might just 

find the love of your life,” Rob said. 

With the nonprofit foundation in place, Triple Tree is positioned 

to keep humming along for decades. “We’re trying to leverage Triple 

Tree as a different kind of an airport, a different kind of place to go … 

Now we can maintain and keep it for future generations to enjoy. 

That’s really the purpose of our board, to expand and ignite the pas-

sion for aviation. So, if we have a story to tell, that’s it,” said Pat. 

There’s a somewhat tired old saying, no less true for its ubiquity, that 

says “a mile of highway takes you a mile, while a mile of runway can 

take you anywhere.” Well, at Triple Tree, even if you’ve never been 

there before, and no matter what scale airplane you fly, a mile (and a 

half ) of gorgeous grass runway brings you home. 

Hal Bryan, EAA Lifetime 638979, is senior editor for EAA digital and print content and 

publications, co-author of two books, and a lifelong pilot and aviation geek. Find him 

on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram at halbryan or e-mail him at hbryan@eaa.org.

INTERESTED IN  

RC FLYING?

The Academy of Model Aeronautics 

is the world’s largest model 

aviation association, representing a 

membership of more than 175,000 

from every walk of life, income 

level, and age group. Whether 

you want to hear the whine of 

a turbine-powered jet, learn to 

fly a helicopter, pilot your own 

giant-scale aircraft, or enjoy a quiet 

afternoon soaring your sailplane 

with friends, the AMA can show 

you where to find instructors and 

how to become involved, and help 

answer almost any question. 
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