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Pat and Mary Lou Hartness, along 
with Pat Derrick and an enthusiastic 
cadre of comrades, transformed a 
400-acre tract of derelict farmland in 
Woodruff, SC, into an amazing home 
for aviation. Triple Tree Aerodrome 
(SC00) heartily embodies its motto of 
being the “Home of Fun, Fellowship, 
and Hospitality.” They welcome 
virtually all facets of aviation 
including: Paper airplanes, flight 
simulators, model airplanes, sailplanes, 
ultralights, homebuilts, helicopters, 
and full-scale antique/vintage/
contemporary general aviation aircraft 
and warbirds.

Numerous Radio Control meets 
are hosted at Triple Tree, including 
the Joe Nall Fly-in, a week-
long event which attracts 40,000 
participants from 18 countries. 
Notably, Pat Hartness has garnered 
many awards from the Academy 
of Model Aeronautics for his role 
in fostering and promoting model 
airplane meets. He was also inducted 
in the 2017 South Carolina Aviation 
Association’s Hall of Fame.

Among the many full-scale events 
is the week-long Triple Tree Fly-in, 

which marked a 15-year-milestone 
and hosted more than 800 aviators 
and their airplanes in 2022. But these 
events are just a portion of what 
Triple Tree offers. 

LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES
Year-round educational opportunities 
are provided via Triple Tree’s 
thoughtfully developed Aviation 
Centered Education (ACE) programs 
including the ACE Reader, RC, and 
Summer Camp events. Scholarship 
opportunities are also offered, and 
an annual Young Aviators Fly-in 
celebrates youthful pilots. 

A post-and-beam 80’x 80’ Flight 
Deck facility will soon be constructed 
near the Aerodrome’s epicenter 
— the existing 10,000 square-foot 
hangar — and will complement 
the popular Robert Shaw Learning 
Center (which welcomes all ages). 

Another burgeoning educational 
venue is teaching people how to 
work with tools and restore aircraft. 
“We’re trying to accumulate the kind 
of tools we need to build and rebuild, 
and we’re looking for a retired 
individual who loves to rebuild and 

work with people,” said Pat, “We 
have all of our hand tools hanging on 
the wall and everything has a home, 
so everybody knows where things 
belong. We also have gas welders, 
milling machines, and a lift — we 
claim we can fix everything here but 
a broken heart!” 

AERODROME
Pat Hartness is the hands-on 
visionary who conceptualized Triple 
Tree, and he personally spent nine 
years moving and grooming earth to 
create the 7,000-foot runway with its 
lush carpet of hybrid Tifton-Bermuda 
grass. “I didn’t find many of my 
friends that would get out there on 
a Saturday morning with a big drag 
pan and move dirt,” chuckled Pat. 
“Doing that fascinated me, because I 
saw results! I did most of that myself; 
I was running a business as well 
[Hartness International], so I was not 
available to do it all day long every 
week.”

Mowing the expansive runway 
and adjacent grounds might seem 
like a daunting task, but Triple Tree 
is exceedingly well-equipped and 
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Triple Tree welcomes virtually all types  
of aircraft! (Photo by Sparky Barnes)
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handles that chore with aplomb. “We 
built a 250-horse lawnmower and it 
mows a 38’ wide swath. Each of its 
26” decks has a 15-horse hydraulic 
motor with a tip speed of 3,300 
rpm, and articulates independently,” 
explained Pat. “We used stainless 
steel to build them so that oxidizers 
and fertilizers wouldn’t decay and 
rot them out. They’re 12 years old 
now, and we can mow our runway in 
about 15 minutes!”   

Triple Tree boasts its very own 
control tower. Commissioned in 
1942, it was once the active tower 
at  Donaldson Air Force Base in 
Greenville. Pat said when he heard 
they were going to tear it down, 
“We bid $101 dollars and won it — 
but then we had to move it from 
Donaldson to here, and that’s a whole 
book in itself. That’s the biggest job 
I’ve ever undertaken, and I’ve done 
a lot of jobs. We had to cut that 
structure into four pieces – I spent 
days down there cutting with an 
acetylene torch. Then we needed to 
get permits to haul it over the roads. 
Then we set up jigs here and welded 
it back together. So we’re very proud 
of our tower!”

During fly-ins, a volunteer group 
of professional air traffic controllers 
give traffic advisories from the tower.

There’s also a runway at Triple Tree 
that doesn’t have to be mowed. It 
measures 400’ x 35’ and has a black, 
billiard-table cloth covering. It’s built 
specifically for small electric aircraft 
with vector thrusts, and wheels about 
the diameter of a quarter.

NURTURING A NATURAL  
AMBIANCE
Down at the lower end of the 
runway, a tree-shaded airplane 
camping area (featuring 46 stations 
with water and power) is cradled by 
the winding Enoree River. Serenely 
situated by this area is an idyllic 
version of artist Claude Monet’s 

Garden in Giverny, France — 
complete with a lovely arched bridge 
over a lily-pad filled pond. Pat said he 
hopes to have master gardeners “take 
this to the next stage, and we can 
trade them opportunities to use it for 
their garden club.” 

Atop the hill near the hangar 
is a small grove of oak trees with 
sentimental significance. Pat 
explained, “I collected acorns from 
the Angel Oak down at James Island 
at Charleston, which is one of the 
oldest trees in the United States. My 
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wife, Mary Lou, and I planted those 
in Dixie cups and they are 30-year-
old trees now.” 

All told, there are six miles of 
hiking trails at the Aerodrome, and 
more than 100 hook-up camp sites. 
Triple Tree is happy for people to 
fish, catch, and eat the bass, brim, 
and catfish from their lakes. Plans 
are underway to create an official 
arboretum, and to harness the 
Enoree’s energy to pump water up 
to the 50-acre lake (which required 
two years to build). “That’s so we 
can run a big water wheel to keep 
our lake full and use it for irrigating. 
We’ve been 25 years in making this 
infrastructure,” said Pat, “it’s not level, 
and it’s not easy to do things on this 
property because you must move a 
lot of earth. We now have three paid 
people year-round to help take care 
of Triple Tree.”

As one might imagine, it’s been 
not only time-consuming, but 
expensive to build the Aerodrome’s 
infrastructure of roadways, and 
architect-designed pavilion and 
buildings (including shower houses 
with granite countertops), replete 
with gas, water, and electrical lines. 
To that end, Triple Tree is a 501(c)
(3) non-profit organization, funded 
in perpetuity by an endowment 
(which was recently boosted by funds 
from the sale of Triple Tree’s P-51 
Mustang). Their overarching mission 
is to “Ignite and expand the passion 
for aviation.”

DEVOTED AVIATORS
Pat pointed out a treasured 
photograph inside the hangar of his 

“We’re delighted to have you here!”
—Uncle John Hartness
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mother, Edna, at the controls of a J-3 
Cub while her friend, Amalee Stone, 
hand propped its little Continental 
in 1942.  “My mom was a Civil Air 
Patrol Lieutenant and taught cadets 
ground school, and my daddy, Tom, 
was the captain of the unit. I grew up 
at that little airport [Paris Mountain 
in Greenville, SC] and have been 
involved with airplanes ever since.” 

Like other young boys in the 
1940s, Pat started building and flying 
model airplanes. His father gave him 
lessons in a Cessna 172, which he 
soloed on his 18th birthday. “I got 
my license as early as I could — I 
was just one of these kids anxious 
to fly. When my dad quit paying 
for my flying, I had to get my own 
airplane. So I built a Volksplane 
VP-1 [N7710Z, which is now 
suspended from the hangar ceiling] 

Swifts were among the hundreds of aircraft visiting 
Triple Tree in 2022. (Photo by Sparky Barnes)



and that’s when I learned about the Experimental Aircraft 
Association. I flew my Volksplane to the convention at 
Oshkosh in 1971 and I had over 50 different pilots fly it 
during that week. I flew that thing 400 hours and then I 
moved to my Spartan Executive 60 years ago.”

Pat personally restored his 1937 Spartan 7W (NC13PH) 
decades ago when he bought it as a basket case, and now, 
after another major restoration in recent years, it flies as the 
Triple Tree flagship, its highly-polished surface reflecting 
one man’s boundless love for aviation. 

That type of devotion also holds true with another 
Hartness family member. “Uncle John is my 99-year-old 
uncle, and we’ve started a fly-in in his honor,” said Pat, 
adding with a smile, “he’s going to solo our ultralight when 
he turns 100 in June 2023.”

Aviator Dr. John Hartness is a retired endodontist from 
Rocky Mount, NC, and he’s part of the tapestry of Triple 
Tree — but not just because he happens to be Pat’s uncle. 
An active Mooney pilot until age 98, he loves welcoming 
visitors to the Aerodrome and happily gives them 
personalized tours of the Aerodrome via golf cart. 

“We’re delighted to have you here,” he smiled, and 
added, “we wish that all our guests at Triple Tree find it as a 
second home. When I was an itty bitty boy, the only thing 
I wanted to do was fly, but there were very few airplanes 
around. Every time I would hear one, I’d go out and watch 
it go out of sight. My favorite airplane is the Pitts Special; 
I had one and flew about 15 years — I loved that airplane 
and I loved to fly it!”

Pat Derrick, a close Hartness family friend, was also 
introduced to aviation when he was a boy. His father had 
an airplane, and Derrick began flying gliders in 1973. He 
earned his single engine land rating the next year, and has 
operated his own flight school. He also flew for various 
companies in the Greenville area, including Hartness 
International.  
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• PW100 • PW150 • PW300 • PW500

• PW901 • RB211-535 • RE220 • Spey
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A Staggerwing taxis up the hill to find a parking place. 
(Photo by Sparky Barnes)
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PROVENANCE
The tapestry of Triple Tree is woven 
from individual threads which 
reveal an intriguing and perhaps 
unexpected provenance of what 
has become a remarkable aviation 
destination. Those threads can be 
traced back to inspirations arising 
from personal interactions — for it 
is sometimes emotional memories 
which catalyze visionary ambitions. 
The driving force, then, is purely 
a desire to inspire and embrace 
others, to facilitate and enable the 
transformation of dreams into reality.

To wit, Uncle John shared his own 
perspective about Triple Tree: “You 
might be interested in knowing the 
reason there is a Triple Tree. Pat’s dad 
and I used to make models when 
we were kids, and he moved down 
here to Greenville in 1940. He had 
a shop in his basement and was 
always making something and flew 
airplanes — he was very talented. Pat 
started flying models at 7 and he flew 
U-lines and free flights. When he was 
13, the radio controls came along 
so he started flying them and did 
extremely well. At that time in South 
Carolina, you could get your driver’s 
license at 14, so Pat would load 
the car up and go to radio control 
meets where there were only adults. 
They looked at him and asked, ‘what 
the heck are you doing here?’ Pat 
out-flew them all, but he never felt 
welcome at any meet he ever went to. 
The dream he had when he was 15 
was to someday have a place where 
people are welcome!”

Pat’s dream is tangible reality — 
Triple Tree will continue welcoming 
aviators and enthusiasts of all ages, 
for all time. Perhaps ironically, 
it is sometimes the absence of 
encouraging words or actions 
that inspires a person to achieve 
remarkable goals. https://tta.aero/ 

Sparky Barnes 
is a longtime aviation author and photographer; has authored three 
aviation books; and is the recipient of the Bax Seat Trophy and the “Lady 
Antiquer of the Year” awards. She personally restored her 1948 Piper 
Vagabond and holds a commercial glider certificate with private single 
engine land and sea ratings.


