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Introduction

The world of aviation is wonderful, with planes today able to do amazing things. Even though some airliners weigh more than 100 elephants, they can leap into the sky like they are as light as a feather. Once in the air, airliners can fly at incredible speeds, soar well above the clouds and stay in the air for hours.
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But there are many little secrets that can make going for a flight a little scary and confusing. Like, what is the invisible danger that is left behind all planes. Or how do planes land when the pilot cannot even see through the thick fog on the runway? 

Have you ever noticed that planes usually have oval windows, rather than square or rectangular ones like in a house? You will see this window design is linked to making sure your plane does not pop like a balloon.
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Airliners fly superfast, but did you know there is an invisible barrier in the sky that stops them from whisking you to your destination in record time.
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In this book you will unravel these and many more secrets about flying. Let’s get started by looking at the special code pilots can send air traffic control if they need help. 



Secret ONE

Pilots Can Ask For Help With Four Numbers

Imagine you are relaxing on a long flight when one of the plane’s engines suddenly stops working. No need to panic, as the pilots have plenty of training to deal with situations like this. But unlike an emergency in a car, the pilots cannot pull over to the side of a cloud and wait for help to arrive. But they are not alone in the sky, with air traffic control able to provide plenty of assistance. They can point your plane in the direction of the nearest airport, clear the sky so you can land first, and make sure help is ready once you are on the ground.

[image: ]

To grab the attention of air traffic control during an emergency, pilots can send them a special four-number code. But before sending special codes around the sky, you first need to take a look at radar, which helps air traffic control keep a watchful eye on planes flying in the area.

[image: A plane flying over a runway  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Radar was invented a long time ago, with the most basic version using radio waves. Radio waves are like little packets of energy that travel superfast. There are lots of different types of radio waves racing all over the place. Right now, you might have radio waves from your Wi-Fi racing past you or radio waves from GPS satellites. The basic version of radar works by sending out energy. If a plane is flying nearby, some energy will hit the plane and bounce back. The energy that returns can tell air traffic control there is something in the sky and will be shown on a cool-looking radar screen.
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A problem with the basic version of radar is it does not tell air traffic control which plane the energy bounced off. If lots of planes are buzzing around the same area, air traffic control might have trouble figuring out which plane is on their radar screen.
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To solve the issues with the basic radar system, a different type of system has been created that works with the help of special equipment in the plane called a transponder. A ground radar first sends out a signal that basically asks if any planes are flying in the area. When the signal reaches a plane, the transponder sends back a reply message. The ground radar can figure out where the plane is flying based on the reply.
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The really clever part of this radar system is that the plane’s transponder also sends back extra information, including four numbers, called a squawk code. The pilots put the four numbers into a little screen in the cockpit, which is often different for each flight, such as 1234 for one plane and 2468 for another. When this number pops up on the cool-looking radar screen, air traffic control will now know what plane is flying in the area.
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