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Above Cape Cod
without an airplane

BY CHRIS KATON

TT here is something about leaping 
from a perfectly good airplane and 
falling through the air at 120 miles 
per hour that really gets people’s 
attention.

If you’re a bold traveler searching 
for a once-in-a-lifetime thrill and enjoy 
testing yourself to the limit, a visit to 
Chatham might be on your Bucket List.

The area is quickly becoming a hot 
spot for adrenaline junkies and extreme 
sports enthusiasts who call Skydive Cape 
Cod their second home.

Business owner Jimmy Mendonca and 
senior instructor Gustavo Pettersen were 
introduced to the sport of skydiving in 
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, where a passion 
for the sport gripped both friends at an 
early age.

Mr. Pettersen recalls watching 
hang gliders and paragliders from his 
grandmother’s porch and telling himself 
that one day he would “learn to fl y.”

“My fi rst jump was an intense 
experience and like many people, I was 
hooked right away,” he said. “Skydiving 
is a very personal, introspective 
experience that is very liberating and 
broadens the realm of what’s possible.”

“It’s a very liberating experience to live 
in the present moment,” Mr. Pettersen 
said. “The psychological impact of what 
you’ve accomplished in the air stays with 
you long after you land safely on the 
ground.”

The experiences he gained from 
skydiving have propelled Mr. Pettersen 
to enroll as a psychology major at Cape 
Cod Community College, where he is 
able to study the psychological impact of 
his lessons from the sky.

Cape Cod Community 
College Skydive Club

Earlier this spring Mr. Pettersen led 
an effort to recognize skydiving as an 
elective club sport at the school.

“So far more than 30 students have 
signed up for membership in the club 
and nine students have completed their 
fi rst jump,” he said.

Mr. Pettersen’s goal is to educate 
people about the advances in technology 
and to teach students to focus on safety.

“I’m hoping to inspire students to 
learn more about the sport that I love,” 
he said.

Skydiving: By the numbers
Skydiving is a remarkably popular 

sport. The United States Parachuting 
Association has 34,000 members. It 
estimates that about 350,000 people 
complete more than 3 million jumps in a 
typical year.

Avid skydivers typically own their own 
parachutes, pack their own parachutes 
and skydive every weekend.

Skydive Cape Cod owner Jimmy 
Mendonca, a 28-year veteran of the 
sport, has more than 13,000 jumps to his 
credit.

He described the skydiving commu-
nity as a close family who are passionate 
about their sport.

“I’ve taken trips all across the world 
and everywhere I go I know that all I 
need to do is fi nd the closest drop zone 
and I’ll fi nd friends,” he said.

“Travel is my passion and I always plan 
a trip abroad around the drop zone,” he 
said.

Nearly everyone likes a bit of 
excitement while on holiday in order to 
return home with a good story and a few 
photographs to document the tale.

Mr. Mendonca has jumped over 

Brazil, Argentina, Uraguay, Paraguay, 
Florida, Arizona, California, New York, 
New Jersey, Maine, Hawaii and Puerto 
Rico.

“If I’m planning a trip to Rome, 
for example, I simply fi nd out where 
the closest drop zone is and then start 
planning where to go for tourist sites,” 
he said.

“I’ve jumped all over the world and 
every time I fl y over Chatham I still fi nd 
myself in awe of the beautiful view,” he 
said.

Skydive Cape Cod has been voted one 
of the top three skydiving locations in 
the United States and is the only drop 
zone in New England that jumps over 
the beach.

On a clear day clients experience views 
from one end of Cape Cod to the other; 
from Falmouth to Provincetown, and 
Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket to the 
Boston skyline.

Getting Started
The big question is always, “How 

dangerous is skydiving?” Each year, 
about 30 people die in parachuting 
accidents in the United States, or 
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roughly one person per 100,000 
jumps.

In comparison, roughly 
40,000 people die each year in 
traffi c accidents in the United 
States. That’s 1.7 deaths per 100 
million vehicle miles. Hence, 
if you drive 10,000 miles per 
year you would have to jump 17 
times per year for your risk of 
dying in a skydiving accident to 
equal your risk of dying in a car 
accident.

Mr. Mendonca said that his 
team at Skydive Cape Cod 
is 100 percent drug free and 
maintains a zero tolerance 
policy for all instructors and 
clients to ensure the highest 
safety rate possible.

“At the end of the day we’re 
responsible for people’s lives 
and we do everything possible 

to decease their risk,” he said.
He said that a common 

misconception with skydiving is 
that people experience a sudden 
drop in the pit of their stomach, 
much like a roller coaster.

“It’s nothing like that,” he 
said. Mr. Mendonca explained 
that the feeling is a gentle 
transition from a horizontal 
state of fl ying to a vertical state 
of free-fall and that clients 
rarely become nauseated or ill.

“It’s a once in a lifetime 
feeling,” he said. “It’s something 
that everyone has to experience 
at least once in their life.”

Since relocating from 
Marstons Mills to Chatham 
three years ago, Skydive Cape 
Cod’s business has continued to 
grow.

Leah Sheridan of Ipswich 

experienced her fi rst skydive 
on a Friday afternoon in late 
May and loved it so much she 
returned two days later to jump 
again.

Ms. Sheridan credits her 
Skydive Cape Cod instructors 
for helping her feel comfortable 
before her jump and said 
the passion the team had for 
skydiving was contagious.

“The view was spectacular, 
absolutely breathtaking and 
the adrenaline rush was like 
no other!” she said. “I am 100 
percent addicted and cannot 
wait for my next jump!”

If you have never been 
skydiving before, one popular 
way to make the fi rst jump is 
called tandem jumping. In a 
tandem jump, you get strapped 
to your instructor and the two 

of you fall together.
The instructor carries one 

large parachute on his back—
big enough to support your 
weight and his together. The 
instructor controls all aspects of 
the jump to make sure nothing 
goes wrong.

A typical tandem jump looks 
a lot like a normal jump, but 
there are several differences.

An experienced skydiver can 
simply leap from the plane. In 
a tandem jump, the student 
and the tandem instructor are 
strapped together, so there is a 
little more maneuvering to get 
ready for the jump.

Just after jumping out, the 
instructor throws out a large 
(approximately 4-foot diameter) 
drogue chute, and this drogue 
is out during the entire free 
fall. Without this drogue, 
the combined weight of the 
instructor and student would 
cause the pair to fall at 180 to 
200 mph—much faster than the 
normal 120 mph. The drogue 
slows the pair down to the 
normal falling speed.

When it is time to deploy 
the parachute, the instructor or 
student pulls a cord that lets the 
drogue do its normal job—the 
drogue pulls the parachute out 
of the container. The instructor 
and student land together.

Dive prices vary but start at 
roughly $240 for a tandem dive. 
Skydive Cape Cod also offers 
packages that include video 
footage and photographs of 
your dive.

A Skydive Cape Cod adven-
ture begins with a 30-minute 
ground school where students 
meet staff members, view in-
structional videotapes, and get a 
general overview of the jump.

Students learn how to exit the 
aircraft, free-fall techniques, and
body position during landing.

Tandem jumping uses the 
dual instruction approach 
similar to learning how to fl y an 
airplane, and tandem instructors 
are there to assist students 
through all phases of the day.

 World Team
Mr. Mendonca is a member 

of World Team, which is listed 
in the Guinness Book of World 
Records as “the largest multi-
national sports team ever united 
to pursue a common goal.”

According to their website, 
World Team has organized and 
set multiple world records. This 
includes the “400-way” built in 
Udon Thani, Thailand, which 
is the current FAI (Fédération 
Aéronautique Internationale, or 
World Air Sports Federation) 
World Record for the Largest 
Freefall Formation.  CCO

Skydiving over the Cape might give you a vantage point 
similar to these photographs which were taken from an 
airplane window on a fl ight from Hyannis to Nantucket.

JIM McINTOSH
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In a small Italian town in the year 1452, 
Leonardo da Vinci, one of history’s greatest 
and boldest minds, was born.

The diversely talented painter, sculptor, 
architect, musician, mathematician, engineer, 
inventor, anatomist, geologist, cartographer, 
botanist and writer is said to have possessed 
an “unquenchable curiosity” and “feverishly 
inventive imagination.”

Leonardo was, and is, renowned primarily as a 
painter. Among his works, the Mona Lisa is the 
most famous and most parodied portrait and The 
Last Supper is the most reproduced religious 
painting of all time.

His great fame endures despite leaving little 
art behind when compared to his vast array of 
scientifi c and engineering drawings and studies.

No subject was beyond the reach of his 
curiosity and insight.

He dared to dissect the human body in order 
to better understand it and to learn to heal it. 
He designed countless possible and impossible 
devices, many that wouldn’t be invented for 
hundreds of years after his death.

But there was one vision he cherished above all 
others: he believed that, some day, human beings 
would fl y.

For much of his life, Leonardo was fascinated 
by the phenomenon of fl ight, producing many 
studies of the fl ight of birds, as well as plans for 
several fl ying machines, including a light hang 
glider and a machine resembling a helicopter.

“And once you have tasted fl ight,” he said, 
“you will walk the earth with your eyes turned 
skyward. For there you have been, and there you 
long to return.”

Legend says a man jumped off a tall tree hold-
ing two umbrellas in 1783, however the fi rst 
documented parachute jump occurred in 1797 in 
Paris. Parachutists fi rst jumped from airplanes in 
1912.

Skydiving as we know it today, including a free 
fall before the parachute is pulled, didn’t become 
a “sport” until the 1950s.

The goal of skydiving is to turn falling into fl y-
ing. For thrill seekers, the body’s response to dan-
ger is what they’re after. Like most extreme sports 
enthusiasts, they live for the adrenaline rush.

Biologically, all human beings are nearly 
identical. Inside, we’re all built essentially the 
same. But even the smallest variations can 
produce tremendous differences when it comes 
to one’s attitude towards risk.

Inside the brain are billions of special 
molecules called neurotransmitters. One 
particular neurotransmitter called serotonin is 

linked with feelings of well being and anxiety. 
Serotonin levels are regulated by another 
molecule called Monoamine Oxidase, or MAO.

MAO level is just one of many factors that 
shape a human being but extreme risk takers tend 
to have about a third less MAO than the average 
person. Low MAO levels are also common to 
entrepreneurs, inventors, artists and performers. 
Thus, whether one decides to risk one’s life for 
sport is a matter of MAO level and personality.

The word “risk” derives from the early Italian 
risicare, which means “to dare.” In this sense, risk 
is a choice rather than a fate.

While most of us may never become an 
extreme thrill seeker or sports enthusiast, it’s our 
interest in science that may lead us into another 
realm of risk that is at the core of the human 
experience.

Risk as a hobby is a modern phenomenon and 
the most fundamental thing about recreational 
risk is that seeking it is a uniquely human trait: 
no other animal puts its life in danger for fun.

In his study “Adrenaline Rush—The Science 
of Risk,” author Jonathan Hock explains that 
the margin for error in skydiving is almost 
nonexistent.

“What looks easy is really the result of 
hundreds of practice jumps. Control of the body 
in this condition isn’t something that happens 
naturally. One awkward move at high speed can 
end up in a collision. Therefore, maintaining 
clarity of mind during the overwhelming 
sensation of free fall is the fi rst skill to master.”

He reminds us that although the greatest risks 
are taken at the extreme edges of society, life is 
most often lived in the quiet center.

According to Mr. Hock, “modern skydivers 
have returned to the Renaissance and have 
recaptured the wonder of fl ight. It is the 
willingness to take risks that fuels the quest for 
knowledge, and without risk, progress would be 
impossible.”

Skydivers of the 21st century are guided 
by a 15th century visionary and the divide of 
the ages is bridged by a common bond: a willing-
ness to risk everything from one’s reputation 
to one’s very life in pursuit of knowledge and 
progress.  CCO

Legend says a man 
jumped off a tall tree 
holding two umbrellas 

in 1783, however 
the fi rst documented 

parachute jump occurred 
in 1797 in Paris.

Skydiving: A History


