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			Author’s Note

			Important Notice: If you have opened this book because you find yourself in the sky, in the cockpit of a plane that you do not know how to fly, there’s no need to stand on ceremony – please skip right ahead to Chapter 2, ‘Aviate, Navigate, Communicate’. You can return to this introduction at a more convenient time (say, after touchdown).

			Less Important Notice: I know you’ve got an awful lot on your plate right now and I don’t wish to distract from the task at hand. But I can’t help mentioning that I’m a huge fan of photographs taken from aeroplanes. Sunsets, cloudscapes, shining wings – whatever you manage to capture up there, if you think it’s beautiful, then I would love to see it. Feel free to send me a picture, via the website Skyfaring.com.
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			Introduction

			I spent a lot of my childhood dreaming of becoming a pilot. I saved my money to buy model aeroplanes, I begged my parents to take me to air shows, and whenever we flew somewhere on holiday I pressed my nose to the window with an ever-firmer love of flight.

			Today I’m a 43-year-old pilot of the Boeing 747. On most workdays (and work nights) I still carry a bit of that childhood joy with me across continents and oceans, above the most beautiful formations of cloud and the gathered lights of cities, under more stars than I could ever have imagined I would see.

			Like many pilots, cabin crew and devoted fans of the window seat, my love for flying feels simultaneously planet-sized and deeply personal. In flight we move like mere dots through the new immensity of the sky, we see our homes so small and far below us on the unfamiliar enormity of the earth, and yet even as flying makes us feel so tiny, it uplifts us. What else does that? I’m never surprised when I hear people describe flying as an almost religious experience, nor when I encounter wings and elevated perspectives in sacred images and stories that far pre-date the Wright brothers.

			For those of us who love flying, and who want to share what we love, I think it’s important to describe flight in such high-reaching terms. At least sometimes. Otherwise, whether as pilots or as passengers, we might forget how humbling and inspiring flight can be.

			But there’s another way to think about the wonder of flight.

			We might briefly, and perhaps counter-intuitively, set aside all that soaring language (of which Exhibit A is surely the word ‘soaring’ itself).

			We might instead approach flight through its most impersonal and mundane details, where God (or the devil, depending on which version of the expression we’re using) is said to reside. We might remind ourselves that aeroplanes, like delivery vans and super-tankers and lawnmowers, are machines that people design, build and drive across the world for almost entirely practical purposes.

			Re-encountering the aeroplane as ‘just’ a machine reminds us that flying, however remarkable, is ‘just’ a skill – a set of skills to be precise, that are taught, tested and regulated like any other (albeit far more rigorously than most). These skills are challenging, certainly, but they are not romantic. On the contrary, they’re unusually down-to-earth. Many remain stubbornly physical, even in the most computerized modern airliner. Yet it’s from these skills that the transcendence of flight is dutifully and safely assembled, many thousands of times each day.

			In this short volume, I’d like to describe some of these skills – specifically, those needed to land a plane.

			Why focus on the landing? While it’s true that take-offs are great fun – they benefit from the exhilaration, which is to say the acceleration, that accompanies any great beginning – the landing is a better opportunity to describe a number of different skills that pilots learn. Most pilots would agree that a landing is more challenging than a take-off, and it’s arguably more useful (no one has to take off, after all).

			It’s also the case that landings, at least to me, are more momentous than take-offs. I find that’s especially true when I’m flying as a passenger. I love to listen to music in the window seat, and, for as long as I can remember, it’s been the landing that has demanded the best song. A landing is nothing less than how we move from the grand skies of our planet to its surface. It’s how we (a flying species at last) come home.

			But I promised to set aside the lofty words, didn’t I? And anyway, it’s almost time for you to take the controls.

			Close your eyes, then, and imagine a plane high in the blue. Any plane at all (I’ll try not to take it personally if you don’t choose a 747).

			You are going to land this plane. I hope that you’ll enjoy doing so. I hope, too, that the experience will leave you with a new understanding of flight, and of why so many pilots – myself included – believe that we really do have the best job on Earth.

			Before we start, a few caveats. My goal in these pages is to guide you on a flight of imagination – one that’s as technically accurate as possible. Needless to say, however, this book cannot substitute in any way for professional flight training. ‘I do not intend to be taken literally’, wrote Squadron Leader Nigel Tangye about the title of his classic 1938 text, Teach Yourself to Fly. Instead I encourage – as Squadron Leader Tangye did – any sufficiently interested reader to hurry to their nearest airport, where your ‘baptism of the air’ may be attained for as little as five shillings (a figure that only a killjoy would adjust for inflation).

			The main reason that no book can substitute for professional flight training, of course, is that flying is a physical skill you can only learn in an actual aeroplane, in the sky, with a steely-eyed instructor sitting next to you.

			Another, less appreciated reason is that planes differ vastly from one another. Certain principles apply to all aircraft, of course. There’s a beauty to these universals, and they are the perfect window onto both how flight works and why it’s so amazing. Beyond these, though, even the more general systems and procedures that I describe won’t cover all aircraft.

			Finally, in order to focus on the fundamentals of flight during our brief time together, I’ve thought it best to make a few unrealistic assumptions. Sorry to say, then, that your plane has no automatic flight systems. If such wonders were to be available (they’re not as easy to spot as the inflatable autopilot doll in Airplane!, a film that just about every pilot loves, and that you’ll have a number of hopefully happy opportunities to recall in the pages to come), then you should consider jumping ahead to the ‘communicate’ section of Chapter 2.

			Looking on the bright side, though, when you take control of your aircraft, it’s cruising at an altitude that is free of tricky features in the terrain (such as mountains to fly around), adverse weather conditions and other aircraft. You are in level and unaccelerated flight, and your aircraft (aside from the aforementioned automatic flight systems) is functioning normally.
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