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			Prologue

			‘My feet are having a hard time,’ said Martin.

			Mine were too. The helicopter didn’t offer much protection from the elements; there was only a thin layer of plastic and carbon fibre between us and the freezing high-altitude temperatures.

			‘Turn the heating on,’ I said.

			Martin reached for the heating knob. There was an ominous crunching sound, after which the knob spun around uselessly. This was not good.

			We had no way of knowing if the heater had broken while set on de-fog for the windscreen, or heat for the feet, so now we had no idea if we were going to be able to de-mist the windscreen, or if we would just have hot air pumping onto our feet for the rest of the journey. Keeping warm is important, but being able to see is the main priority, so I prayed it was stuck on de-fog.

			‘BEEP BEEP BEEP! COLD BATTERY, COLD BATTERY! BEEP BEEP BEEP!’

			The warning light blinked angrily on the screen. Shit! What now? Beside me, in his co-pilot’s seat, Martin had turned as white as the clouds below us.

			I realised what was happening. The outside temperature was minus 14˚C, and had been for the past three hours. The aircraft had probably never been tested to these sorts of extremes before and it was not happy. I knew how it felt.

			I had no idea whether the helicopter had been designed to fly at these temperatures for periods as long as we had been flying up there – around three hours – but I did know it was designed to fly for a maximum of only three hours at a time. And even though our extended-range tank enabled us to fly it for five hours straight, maybe that would not hold up in such crazily cold conditions.

			Those conditions certainly seemed to be taking their toll: the computer system was basically packing up. We had a broken heating control, ECU degrade and a frozen battery. And to top it all I was running low on wine gums.

			‘BEEP BEEP BEEP!’ went the helicopter warning system again. This was the third warning.

			That was it, we were surely going to die. We were done. Toast. Heading for the icy waters of the sea.
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			A Crazy Plan

			Just before Christmas in 2019 a friend phoned me at my house in Guernsey to say that he was buying a Bell 505X single-engine helicopter, which was being built in Canada.

			He explained that potential buyers visit the Bell factory in Quebec, Canada, and take a flight in the helicopter. If they decide to buy the machine, it’s dismantled, placed in a shipping container, loaded onto a ship and transported across the Atlantic. When it arrives in the UK, it’s re-assembled and flight-tested again. Only then do you have your shiny new aircraft.

			‘But it’s all phenomenally expensive,’ he said. 

			A crazy thought hit me. ‘How about we cut out the middleman?’ 

			‘What do you mean?’ 

			‘I’ll fly it back for you.’ 

			He let out a guffaw. ‘You’re joking, aren’t you?’

			‘I’m serious.’

			‘Jules, don’t be stupid. You can’t fly a helicopter from Canada to the UK.’

			‘Why not?’

			I believe that if you stay in your comfort zone your whole life, you waste your potential.

			‘It’s too far. That’s why.’

			‘But it must be possible.’

			‘Has anyone ever attempted it before?’ 

			‘No idea.’

			Better to die trying than never to have tried at all, I thought to myself. I would rather live a very full life and hope I make it to old age than sit in my wheelchair dribbling into my tea dreaming about all the things I wish I’d done.

			‘I doubt it. I mean, helicopters like the 505X aren’t designed to fly those sorts of distances.’

			‘Yeah, but I’d make some stops.’

			‘But you’d have to fly very high over a frozen landscape. It’s treacherous. It’s not like flying across the Home Counties.’

			‘I get that.’ 

			‘Do you? You’d be flying across some of the remotest areas on the planet.’

			‘That’s part of the challenge.’ I wanted to test myself as a pilot and see how good I really was. ‘Come on, then, will you let me do it?’

			The more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea. The trip would be an opportunity to raise some more money for the charity I support, the haematology cancer care unit at University College, London. Several years earlier, I’d been diagnosed with cancer just as I was about to sell my second management consultancy, and had to have a tumour removed from my head. I almost died. So the charity is very close to my heart.

			‘You really want to do this, don’t you?’

			‘It would be fun.’

			‘You know, anything could go wrong. You’d need to do your homework well.’

			‘Don’t worry, mate, I will.’

			I’m not a novice when it comes to adventure. I had actually been to the Arctic before, on a ski-touring and dog-sledging expedition, when we took a commercial flight to Iceland and then continued on a smaller plane to Kulusuk, on the eastern coast of Greenland. I had also climbed Everest. That involved a massive logistical challenge. I’ve always considered myself good at meticulous planning: it all comes down to knowledge, resourcefulness and adaptability. That expedition pushed me to the limit, which was precisely what I wanted when I chose to undertake it. Mind you, no amount of planning, or equipment, can guarantee you will be safe. Weather is unpredictable. I nearly got killed in an avalanche triggered by an earthquake in Nepal.

			‘What if you run out of fuel?’

			‘I’ll make sure I don’t.’

			‘You might crash.’

			‘I could have an accident walking down the high street.’

			‘I know you like a challenge, Jules, but, if I’m honest, I think you’re crazy.’

			I laughed. ‘Maybe I am.’

			‘Only you could come up with such a hare-brained idea.’

			Maybe he had a point, I thought when I came off the phone. What had I done? Exactly the same as I had done when I vowed to climb Everest. After Everest, I said I’d go to the North Pole, but my heart wasn’t in that. I kept telling people it was next on the agenda simply because everybody kept asking what I was going to do next. Flying a helicopter from Canada across the Arctic Circle to the UK excited me, though. It was exactly the kind of challenge I’d been looking for.

			I’d first caught the helicopter bug in the summer of 2017 when I took my two daughters, Steph and Lizzie, to the Hertfordshire Country Show at Redbourn, near the farm where I then lived. As we wandered through the crowds, I came across a guy at one of the stands who was demonstrating a microlight aircraft. It was basically a cloth wing with a lawn-mower engine strapped to it. I stood watching him with growing fascination.

			‘This thing is amazing,’ I said to him. 

			‘It is, isn’t it?’ he replied proudly.

			‘What do you need to do to be able to fly one?’

			‘Just twenty-five hours’ flying time.’

			‘Is that all?’

			‘Yeah. And then you’re good to go.’

			I was amazed; this was incredible. Twenty-five hours and I could get airborne in a microlight. I could whizz around the farm and have some fun. You know when something lights a fire inside you? I have to do this, I thought to myself. The seed was sown.

			I then heard the immortal words, ‘Dad, I’m bored,’ and my daughters dragged me away from the stall to go shopping in the crafts marquee. I love my daughters to bits.

			At that stage, that was the extent of my plans: take off from the back field, whizz around in the skies above Hertfordshire for a little while, then drop back down into the field. Great fun, I thought.

			As soon as I got home that evening, I googled everything I could about microlights. I found out you could get a one- or a two-seater, but that was about it. That was your limit. It would be fun, but I wanted to share the experience with my family. It’s very important to do things you enjoy with somebody else – to share the adventure. I’d learnt that from skiing: nice by yourself, but great with your girlfriend or a bunch of mates. I didn’t mind being up there in the sky alone, but I would much sooner have company.

			Within an hour of starting my research, microlights were shelved and I’d moved on to helicopters. I found out that Harrison Ford flies one – and a jet helicopter at that. Having played Han Solo in Star Wars, he has now become the character.

			Helicopters aren’t as simple as microlights. You need 11 exams and a minimum of 45 hours of flying to qualify, but by now I was hooked on the idea. I signed up to train as a pilot.

			It proved to be seriously tough work. In truth, there were many occasions when I very nearly gave up. You control a helicopter with what’s called a cyclic stick, located between your legs. You push it forward to go forward, back to go back, left to go left, and right to go right. If you keep moving the cyclic in a circle, the aircraft doesn’t know where to go, so it should stay still. It does work, but if you do a big stir, the machine rolls all over the place while remaining in the same spot. Trying to hover five feet above the ground is incredibly difficult. There is a reason why more people learn to fly light planes than helicopters.

			With my instructor sitting beside me, we’d be going forwards relatively steadily. I would move the cyclic slightly to the left and we’d lurch like we were on a rollercoaster. I’d overcompensate – swing it back to the right – and two seconds later we’d lurch back to the right. One time, the instructor said to me, ‘If you don’t stop all this lurching, you’re going to make me sick.’ It was all I could do to keep the machine in the air, let alone control it. Gradually, I came to understand the subtleties involved. The cyclic is incredibly sensitive and you only need to move it very slightly: almost like you’re mind-controlling the helicopter.

			Four gruelling months later, on a nerve-racking day in November, dripping with perspiration after a two-and-a-half-hour flight with the examiner right next to me, I gained my wings – my helicopter pilot’s licence. It was a wonderful moment.

			‘What do people usually do after they pass?’ I asked.

			‘They stick their licence in their bedside drawer, and it never comes out again,’ my instructor replied.

			For most people, that really does seem to be what happens. They don’t fly for a month, then they leave it for another month – maybe the weather is bad, maybe they’re busy. Another month goes by. Suddenly it’s three months later and you’ve got to go in and do an hour-long check flight before you can rent an aircraft to go somewhere. They can’t really be bothered. Six months go by. They’re out of practice; then they’re basically done.

			I could see how easy it would be to fall into this trap with work, kids and so on, but I swore to myself, there and then, that my licence would not die quietly in any drawer. I promised I would do at least an hour’s flying every month to keep myself sharp. I’d hire a Robinson R22, the tiny two-seater helicopter I had qualified in, and do a trip up to Derbyshire to see my dad. I’d find excuses to go somewhere, do something, get up in the air. Eventually, I bought a Bell 206 Jetranger, on the recommendation of my instructor, and made frequent trips from Guernsey, where I was by then living, to the mainland. With each trip, I became more skilled and confident.

			When I began to plan the trip from Canada to the UK, I soon realised I couldn’t fly in a straight line across the Atlantic – that way I’d run out of fuel and very soon drop into the soup. I’d have to hop northwards up through Canada to Greenland, across the polar ice cap and then on to Iceland, before hitting the Faroe Isles, followed eventually by Scotland and finally down to Guernsey. The thought of the sights I’d see from the air – the stunning scenery of northern Canada’s massive forests, Greenland’s vast ice expanses and the polar ice cap, Iceland’s amazing fjords and volcanoes and the Faroe Isles’ legendary mist (perhaps I wasn’t looking forward to that quite so much) – made this an astonishing opportunity. I became obsessed with the idea. 

			I worked out that the flight from Canada to Guernsey would be around 4,300 miles – compared with about 3,000 miles on the most direct route, which a 747 transatlantic flight would take – and I could probably do it in ten days. The Bell 505 has a range of just under 300 nautical miles at 4,000ft, so I’d be pushing the machine to its limits, while also fighting the elements at down to minus 15ºC.

			Figuring out the logistics for a trip like this was complicated, to say the least. One of the most important things was working out all the fuel stops. The helicopter has a standard fuel tank for three hours’ flying. That meant I needed an airport within two and a half hours’ flying time from each stop. In the UK, about every 50 miles there’s another airfield and an opportunity to land and refuel every 50 miles or so, mostly because of the hundreds of small airfields that sprang up during the Second World War and still exist today. It’s extraordinary: if you pin them all on the map, the country looks like a pincushion of airfields. Canada was a very different case. The further north you go, the tiny settlements are a long way apart.

			I also had to make sure that after 25 hours flying I could arrange a service and check, which was tricky, as I couldn’t say for sure where I would be. And I might have to turn back at any stage during the trip because of severe weather.

			On top of all this, in these incredibly remote areas, I had to find places to sleep at each overnight stop and ensure that the helicopter had a valid registration number, airworthiness certificate, insurance and radio certificate. And I was flying over territories that involved all kinds of bureaucracy just to set my craft down. I lost count of the number of phone calls I made to the Danish Embassy in London to get permission to land in Greenland and the Faroe Isles (territories owned by Denmark).

			I also reluctantly conceded that I needed a co-pilot. It wouldn’t be wise to attempt this kind of journey flying solo. This was my crazy idean and I very much wantd to fly the helicopter the whole way, but I couldn’t ignore the fact that an experienced co-pilot would be an essential ingredient of the trip, providing general moral and practical support in such dangerous terrain, and available to take over if I became too tired to fly.

			I immediately thought of Martin, a pilot who had flown a helicopter in Greenland for researchers doing work about the polar ice cap, and who lived in Northern Ireland. I’d been introduced to him by the cravat-wearing Quentin Smith, known as Captain Q, whom I’d met at Denham Aerodrome in Buckinghamshire, where he was managing director and chief flying instructor at a helicopter hire and maintenance company. Quentin was world helicopter champion twice and the first person to fly to both the North and South Pole in a single engine helicopter, so I took his recommendations seriously. I hadn’t met Martin in person, but we’d had a number of Zoom calls to discuss various aspects of flying. Familiar with the freezing terrain we would be crossing and with some of the extreme weather conditions we might encounter, he would be the perfect co-pilot.

			I duly phoned Martin and put the idea to him, explaining all the practical stuff. Would he think I was nuts too? Fortunately, he relished the challenge, just as I did. By the end of the call, I had persuaded him to accompany me on the adventure.

			In the middle of my preparations, along came Covid-19, with all the restrictions and testing that varied from country to country. I had to make sure that Martin and I complied with everything that was required in a fast-changing situation. Even for me, who prided myself on my logistic skills, it threatened to be overwhelming.

			Somehow, though, I got everything done. One evening in early June 2020, I arrived at Heathrow Airport to catch a flight to Paris, where I would change for a flight to Montreal. (I’d arranged to meet Martin in Canada.) I made my way through the crowds towards my check-in desk at Terminal 4, feeling worried. I had an aircraft transceiver and a satellite transceiver, as well as my mobile phone, in my backpack. It looked so dodgy: the sort of stuff I imagined a terrorist might need. But without it, the trip was off, as there would be no way to navigate or communicate from the helicopter. 

			My hold luggage was also a concern. I was carrying a large plastic expedition bag chock-full of strange items I’d need on my trip. When flying over Greenland, due to its remoteness, any aircraft needs to have a lot of emergency equipment on board as a legal requirement. This includes: life jackets; life raft; first aid kit; tent; compass; paraffin cooker; and – strangely – a piece of string of unspecified length. Presumably so you can do a bit of ice fishing, but that mystery was never solved. If we were stopped for any reason and we didn’t have all those items on board, we’d be grounded instantly, either by the Canadian authorities or the Danes.

			I was especially concerned about the turtle pack, a collapsible extra fuel tank that would increase the distance the helicopter could fly in one go. I’d cleaned it out as thoroughly as I could and wrapped it very tightly in plastic bags, but it still had the distinctive aroma of jet fuel. It also had two motors attached and a load of wires. This pack was utterly essential because some of the sea crossings – from Northern Canada to Greenland, or Greenland to Iceland – would push the helicopter to its upper fuel-capacity limits. If anything went wrong – if we had to turn around or fly in a strong head wind – we seriously risked running out of fuel.

			We also needed to have eight flares on board, but even I wasn’t crazy enough to try to get these through customs in my hand luggage. After many attempts, I’d managed to order them online in Canada to be sent straight to the hotel I’d booked in Montreal. 

			Nevertheless, all the other stuff I was carrying filled me with anxiety as I joined the queue at the security checkpoint. I placed my backpack in the grey tray and watched as it inched along the conveyor belt towards the X-ray machine. I stepped through the scanner, feeling sure that I would be taken to one side and questioned. But, to my surprise, no one said anything. It was the same at Charles de Gaulle Airport. I was just waved through, like all the other passengers. I could scarcely believe it – though obviously I wasn’t complaining.

			Settling into my seat on the Air Canada 747 for the eight-hour flight to Montreal, I realised that there was no turning back now. I was about to embark on an adventure. It was risky, I was well aware. But I was ready for the challenge of putting the flying skills I had learned to the test.

		

	
		
			2 

			Test Flight

			I landed in Montreal early in the morning and waited anxiously by the carousel, watching the bags and suitcases tumble onto the conveyer belt. If my hold luggage didn’t come off the plane, the trip was scuppered. After what seemed like ages, but was probably only a few minutes, to my relief, it arrived. I lugged it outside to find a taxi to take me into the centre of the city.

			At my hotel, I freshened up in my room and popped down to the restaurant for breakfast. A couple of hours later a limo from Bell arrived outside the hotel to take me to the company’s factory in Mirabel, a half-hour drive north. 

			The Bell site occupies a vast area, containing seventeen helipads and two runways. For anyone who loves helicopters, Bell is the place to visit. The company was founded in New York in 1935 to design and build fighter aircraft. It built the first US fighter jet and then starting making helicopters, producing thousands for the Vietnam war.

			I entered the reception in the main building, remembering to rub my hands with sanitiser from the plastic bottle on a stand. Catherine Emond, the client relationship manager, was waiting to meet me. I showed her my Covid certificate from the test I had taken at the hotel.

			‘That’s all fine,’ she said from behind her face mask. 

			‘I’ve been excited about coming here,’ I said, gazing around me.

			‘So you’re planning to fly one of our 505Xs all the way to Europe?’ Even behind her mask, I could see her look of incredulity.

			‘That’s the idea.’

			‘I don’t think that’s ever been done before.’

			‘So I’ve heard.’

			I asked how many 505Xs the company had made.

			‘Around two hundred,’ Catherine said. ‘Something like that, anyway. The model was unveiled in 2013 and we delivered our first one in 2017, if I remember correctly.’

			‘So I might be the first person to really put it through its paces.’

			‘If you’re going to fly it to Europe, then I’d say you definitely are.’

			We walked behind reception and down a long corridor, past many offices, and came to the huge workshops at the back of the building. On the assembly lines were helicopters at various stages of production. I was in my element, and I pulled out my phone to take some pictures.

			‘Sorry, no pictures, Jules,’ said Catherine. Bell is very sensitive about its processes, she explained, especially as it also builds military helicopters. I was disappointed not to be able to share pictures with my engineering buddies, but I understood the reason. It was privilege enough to receive this fabulous shop-floor tour.

			I’m a chartered engineer and I’ve worked in large factories like this, but I’m still always amazed at the technology and skills of the workers. Conversely, the other remarkable thing is that, however complicated these incredible machines may be, when you break them down into their component parts everything is actually quite simple.

			As Catherine walked me around, I watched some workers wiring a partially assembled Bell 407, and others working on windscreens, creating the perfect curve to fit the machines. Every element of the helicopter production line was on show. To see these things exposed like skeletons as the engineers tinkered away behind the panelling, pulling together all the critical elements to produce a working aircraft, was incredible. With helicopters, the skill is in working out how to make those components fit together in such a way that the craft is still light enough to get into the air, and has blades tough enough not to fall to pieces under the pressure they’re subjected to. I could have spent weeks there, loving every minute of it. I was in awe of Bell and the seriously talented individuals who work for the company.

			But Catherine had another treat in store. ‘I guess you’d like to see your 505X,’ she said.

			‘You bet,’ I said.

			She escorted me to the far end of the hangar, where a red curtain hung from the roof to the floor.

			‘This is it,’ she said, and flicked a switch.

			The curtain opened to reveal the most beautiful, polished, gleaming white helicopter sitting on a moveable helipad. It looked simultaneously delicate and powerful. The main cockpit was framed by a large Perspex window, a bubble that allowed a nearly 180-degree view. The two blades above the cockpit hung limply, belying their potential to spin at 500rpm just two feet above the pilot’s head. The tail extended from the rear of the main body of the aircraft, looking sleek and sharp.
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              The unveiling of the 505 in the factory – what a beautiful machine!

            

			I peered inside the cockpit, which was reassuringly uncomplicated, because it was computer-controlled; it looked nothing like the 206 Jetranger I was used to flying. There were five cream leather seats, two in the front and three at the back. They smelled like the premium Italian leather in a new car, and I took a long, slow indulgent sniff. The two front seats each had cyclic and dual controls, as well as foot pedals, with the magnificent FADEC (Full Authority Digital Engine Control) dual computer screen system placed between them. This controlled the engines during start-up, while they’re running and at shutdown, making the process much quicker. The 206 didn’t have any of that.

			We were joined by a Bell test pilot in a brown all-in-one flying suit, whom Catherine introduced as Mathieu Asselin. He walked me around the aircraft, pointing out various details and running a finger over the navigation system. He then connected the external power supply, switched on the FADEC computer system and started to take me through all the set-up options.

			‘The 505’s currently configured for the American and Canadian market,’ he explained. ‘When you get to Europe, you’ll need to take it to a workshop to get it reconfigured.’

			This was news to me. ‘How long will that take?’

			‘A couple of days, that’s all. It’s pretty simple. Now, there is one final thing we must do.’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘The test flight.’

			I watched as the hangar doors behind the helicopter opened and it was gently manoeuvred outside, across the runway, to a small helipad surrounded by grass.

			I was suddenly nervous. Here I was, at the holy grail home of helicopters, with only three years’ flying experience under my belt, surrounded by people who lived and breathed these machines, and I was to test-fly this spectacular one.

			‘Right then,’ Mathieu said. ‘Let’s do it.’

			As we left the hangar and walked outside to the take-off point, I dug out my habitual old England rugby cap and aviator sunglasses (both essential when flying a helicopter into the sun to stop blinding) from my bag. Putting them on, I instantly felt more confident; I’d done this quite a few times, in another 505 in which I had been practising in the UK. I just needed to follow the same process as I always did.

			I got into the cockpit with Terry, my co-pilot for the test. I plugged in the four-point harness and grabbed the laminate check list I’d brought with me from Guernsey. It’s easy to forget something, so use the list, I told myself. Check the instruments, check the fuel, run all the engine tests and emergency checks. Radio frequency set; direction indicator, altimeter set. I didn’t want to look like a muppet in front of these professionals. It was all perfect and we were ready to go.

			I turned the start button. This machine is extraordinary because once that button is turned, the computer takes over and engages the blades and fires everything up. It’s only if something goes wrong that you have to manually override the computer and shut everything down. The turbine engine can reach 870˚C on start-up, so it’s vital not to let it overheat. And boy, that is hot – and just two feet above my head!

			The blades began to turn, lazily at first, as the whir of the turbines increased in pitch. I watched the dials like a hawk in case I needed to shut down. But everything was running smoothly and soon the blades were up to idle speed. At that point I just had to wait for the transmission and engine oil to warm up and the sensors to show green on the computer screen. 

			Once the oil was up to temperature, there was one more button to press to go from ‘idle’ to ‘fly’. This is where the blades really speed up (383rpm), so it was time to hang on to all the controls, both feet and both hands engaged. I pressed the button and heard the whine of the turbine as the blades increased in speed dramatically and became a blur above my head. I felt the helicopter becoming light on the skids. 

			At that moment the power lever was fully down. When I lifted it, we would become airborne. This is a lovely moment you get to experience as a helicopter pilot – the delicate moment when the skids of the helicopter you’re commanding leave the ground, and the helicopter twitches with power. No matter how many times I take off, that exhilaration never seems to dampen. But as I took off in the new 505, which had only flown for three hours in its whole life, I felt a special kick of adrenaline. What if they hadn’t tested it properly? What if something failed? You hear about this all the time with car manufacturers – a recall to fix a defective part – with the difference that here, when a part fails, we might be 2,000ft up in the air. I felt a lump in my throat.

			I pulled the power lever and the helicopter rose smoothly upwards into the sky. 

			Terry made a radio call and then said, ‘OK, Jules, let’s climb to 2,000ft and head north.’ 

			‘Wow, this is fantastic!’ I said, looking down at the Bell factory below.

			After we had been flying for about 20 minutes, Terry said, ‘How about an ILS landing?’ 

			‘You’re kidding me. This thing has ILS?’ 

			‘It certainly does.’

			ILS stands for Instrument Landing System, a radio navigation system that provides short-range guidance to allow aircraft to approach a runway at night or in bad weather, such as fog. This is pretty fancy stuff.

			‘Let’s do it.’

			Sure enough, we returned to the Bell factory landing strip under ILS. It was a remarkable experience, as the computer picked up the ground height and the runway and I just watched the screen and kept the helicopter between the two lines on it, like playing a computer game. Amazingly, there was no need to see anything out of the window. It made me wonder what other fabulous features this machine had that I didn’t know about.

			The test flight was over and I was dazzled. The only problem we thought we had found was with the heater in the cabin – one setting didn’t seem to work. The factory engineers had the nose cone off in a jiffy and checked it all over. It was fine. 

			I strolled around the aircraft, tested out all the controls, and made sure everything felt right, double-checking to be sure. I was being extra-cautious, but for good reason: the aircraft was about to go on a 4,300-mile trip, which would involve around 70 hours of flying time, after previously having barely been flown. If anything rattled loose on the trip, that would be the end of Martin and me.
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