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To Dad, for forcing me to build my own bicycles.
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INTRODUCTION



Yes, there have been plenty of other books about so-called man skills, but they’ve all been a bit too bow-tie and light-a-barbecue for my liking.


This, I hope, is different. There are only nine topics, but they are not, as far as I can discern, covered anywhere else. That makes this book indispensable in a sea of duplicated ‘how to’ manuals; the one tin of fortifying Spam in the post-apocalyptic corner shop of putrefying groceries.


The chances that you will ever meet with the circumstances outlined here are, frankly, very remote. But you’re still better off knowing this stuff than not knowing it. One day, there may well be an A330 Airbus wandering pilotlessly over the Atlantic, and someone will have to land it.


Life is a lottery, and maybe, just maybe, it could be you. But only if you’ve read this.





CHAPTER.01
HOW TO LAND AN A330 AIRBUS IN AN EMERGENCY
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This is one of the most compelling hero fantasies the world has to offer. The crew has been murdered or laid out by manky prawns from the in-flight meal, and the aircraft is at 38,000 feet, pilotless. It can stay there until the fuel runs out and it falls to earth, or you can seize the controls from the limp grasp of the expired captain and bring it in to rapturous acclaim and probably a refund on the price of your ticket.


And why wouldn’t you? The airliner crisis is a unique proposition, because its audience of potential victims is a completely captive one. You can wait for a ship to sink and possibly swim to safety; you can turn your back on the drowning man or the blazing apartment block; and you can hide in the stationery cupboard during the late-night office petty cash heist and never have to admit to having been there. But there’s no way out of the runaway aeroplane. So even though, ostensibly, you’ll be saving the lives of everyone on board, in reality, you’ll only be saving your own skin. The rest of the world, however, will not see it that way.
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He should have known never to have the vegetarian option.



‘Proclaimed the saviour of all women and children’



Because the other enduring truism of airline dramas is that everyone involved is always a hero. If a seasoned captain of twenty years’ experience, fully versed in emergency procedures and regularly practised in discharging them, so much as lands an aircraft with a slightly bald nose wheel tyre, he will be proclaimed the saviour of all women and children. Even before the investigation into a forced landing or crash has begun, the face of the bloke who was in the hot seat at the moment of impact will be emblazoned across the front of the Daily Mirror along with citations from air traffic controllers and survivors confirming how calm he remained. And if, later on, it emerges that he simply made a bit of a cock-up, everyone will be too polite to mention it. This is why you never see newspaper headlines like:


DAFT BUGGER CAPTAIN
SHUT DOWN REMAINING GOOD ENGINE


Or


‘I FORGOT’,
ADMITS PILOT IN WHEELS-UP
RUNWAY INFERNO TRAGEDY


Headlines you never see. You can only come out of this well.
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‘Hammering on the window and screaming for your mother’



This sort of revelation is reserved for the turgid accident reports in the backs of magazines such as Flight International, and only other pilots read that rubbish.


So you’re not going to come out of this one badly. If you do manage to land the aeroplane successfully, or even only half successfully, you will probably be commemorated in stone on that spare plinth in Trafalgar Square, and will save all the money that had otherwise been earmarked for beer over the rest of your life. Even if you fly it at 300 knots into the local hospital, the press will still feel obliged to point out how you at least had a go and stayed at your post to the bitter end. Although the transcripts of black box flight recorders are invariably published, the Air Accidents Investigation Board usually edits out blasphemy and incomprehensible mumblings, and it’s reasonable to assume that they would see no benefit to the world in revealing that you ended up babbering your pants, hammering on the window and screaming for your mother. But don’t do it anyway, just to be on the safe side.


And let’s be honest here. In truth, the chances of the scenario outlined in paragraph one ever developing are extremely unlikely. Both pilots would have to be completely incapacitated in some way or simultaneously overtaken by suicidal religious zeal, and while one or the other can sometimes fall victim to this sort of thing, it’s unlikely that both will. That, in fact, is why there are two of them.


In a real emergency, it is not actually necessary to dress up.



‘A far more terrifying prospect not so long ago’



And then there’s this to consider. Let’s assume you are an accountant, with no experience whatsoever of flying aeroplanes. The odds that, out of the 300 or so people on board, you will be the best qualified to take control are pretty slim. Other airline pilots are often travelling on commercial flights. Cabin crew sometimes have an interest in flying and a good working knowledge of the aircraft’s controls. There’s a reasonable statistical chance that somewhere amongst the passengers there will be a former RAF Bomber Command pilot, a holder of a private pilot’s licence, an aircraft maintenance engineer or even just an enthusiast of computer-based flight simulators. If you’re unlucky, you might even be sitting next to one of them. All of these people are a better bet than you.


But having said that, on 11 September 2001 passengers aboard United Airlines flight 93 were forced down a circumstantial avenue in which they had no choice but to attempt to wrest control of the aircraft from its hijackers. And it’s always possible that you bought a cheap ticket from a bucket shop, and now find yourself in the only spare seat on a charter flight full of nuns. In which case it’s time to seize the moment, along with something called the ‘joystick’.


Deposit the dead pilot in the cheap seats near the lavatories.
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First, though, make your way to the flight deck, and discover that the door leading to it is locked. This has been a requirement since 9/11, in an attempt to prevent unauthorised access by terrorists, and even in the midst of this unfolding melodrama it is worth pausing for a second to reflect on the deep irony of it all. A cabin attendant should be able to unlock it for you.


The illustration overleaf shows how the cockpit of the A330 will look once you have heaved the helpless carcasses of the captain and first officer out of their seats, taking care not to snag any important-looking levers on their clothing. This would have presented a far more terrifying prospect not so long ago, in the era when the instrument panel of a commercial airliner was a mass of incomprehensible analogue dials. But on the A330, as on almost all modern airliners, these have largely been usurped by a mere handful of incomprehensible computer screens (Fig. 1).


Fortunately, and as with the fascias of most large Mercedes Benz cars, most of it is completely useless to you. Fig. 2 shows the same view with all but the most vital controls and instruments ghosted out. All those knobs and buttons above the windscreen control such trivialities as the cabin temperature, the windscreen wipers and the seat-belt warning signs. Similarly, the small computer mounted horizontally on what would be the centre console if this were a VW Golf gives advice on such inconsequentialities as engine maintenance intervals. None of this is very pressing at the moment, and could become completely academic if the aeroplane ends up at the bottom of the Irish Sea. Forget them (Fig. 2).


For the moment, relax. Assuming the aircraft is in the cruise, the autopilot will almost certainly be engaged and you can take time to familiarise yourself with what pilots sometimes call ‘the office’. Convention says that the captain of a fixed-wing aircraft sits on the left, and as the cruel mistress of fate has conspired with Melpomene, the muse of tragic drama, to cast you in this new and unrehearsed role, that is where you should sit.


Now you must make your emergency call to air traffic control, and for this you will need the aircraft’s call sign, which will be displayed somewhere on the panel in front of you on a small plaque. Let’s say we are aboard G-ABCD.1


A330 Flight Deck
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Fig. 1: What you will see on entering the flight deck.


[image: image]


Fig. 2: What you actually need to worry about.



‘Hideous, spike-infested pitfall’



Put on the headset and depress the PTT (Press To Talk) button on the joystick. A hideous, spike-infested pitfall awaits you here. The red button on top of the stick – the one that falls so readily under your thumb – is NOT the press-to-talk. It is the autopilot override, and will end your bid to be immortalised alongside Alcock and Brown very abruptly. The PTT is the trigger-like switch on the front of the joystick, where the gun button would be on a video game (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 3: Talking on the radio vs. losing control.


Should you press the red button by mistake, immediately press AP1 (Fig. 4) and the autopilot will revert to the flight plan that was entered in the computer at take-off.
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Fig. 4: Reinstating the autopilot, your best friend.



‘Calm, level, clipped, clear, unhurried’



Now, and in a voice that is calm, level, clipped, clear, unhurried, tinged with icy resolve and everything else you will want them to write about you in the following day’s tabloids, say something like:


‘Mayday, mayday, mayday. Golf Alfa Bravo Charlie Delta. Pilot and first officer disabled. I am a passenger, I have taken control and I await your instructions.’


The international language of air traffic control is English, so even over the Greek islands whoever is listening will be shaken from his or her diurnal torpor by the textbook professionalism of your transmission. It’s such a shame that person is unlikely to be a pilot ‘current on type’ for the A330.


So while the controller desperately rings around in search of someone who can help you over the radio, you may as well continue to relax. Remember – the autopilot is still on, and the autopilot is your best friend. At the very least, it is a much better pilot than you are. You could even press the PA button (Fig. 5), talk to the passengers and advise them of the outside air temperature. Don’t worry about getting the temperature exactly right – minus 32 will do – as they don’t actually care, but the calming effect of familiar and meaningless pilot babble will be welcomed in the cheap seats. Take a moment to familiarise yourself with the small screen directly ahead of you. It shows, from left to right, the air speed indicator (how fast you’re going), the attitude indicator (or artificial horizon), the altimeter (how high you are) and the vertical speed indicator (how quickly you’re climbing or descending). Along the bottom is the direction indicator (your compass heading). Useful operational parameters are as follows:
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Fig. 5: Why not share a reassuring and light-hearted observation with your terrified passengers?


Air speed indicator (ASI): keep the speed between the two red ‘bugs’ at the top and bottom of the scale. Above the top one and the aircraft could fall apart; below the bottom one and it will stall and fall out of the sky, in accordance with Newton. Speeds are in knots.


Attitude indicator (AI): the blue part should remain roughly at the top and the black bit at the bottom, with the division between the two fairly close to the middle of the display. If it appears the other way up, you can skip the bit about lowering the undercarriage.


Altimeter (Alt): height is good, as it buys you time. But it can also easily translate into excess speed, so…


Vertical speed indicator (VSI): avoid climbs and descents of more than 2000ft per minute.


Direction indicator (DI): compass headings are expressed with the last digit omitted, so 27 is actually 270 degrees, i.e., west.


The next thing you will probably have to do is retune the radio, possibly to another air traffic control station, possibly even to another Airbus in flight, but most likely to the international distress frequency of 121.50. This will be expressed by the controller as ‘one two one decimal five zero’. On the right-hand side of the radio module is a large knob of two different diameters. The lower, fatter portion alters the numbers to the left of the decimal point, the slimmer portion, those numbers to the right. Your new frequency will appear on the right of the digital display, in ‘standby’. Once you are happy with it, press the little button and it will be transferred to the ‘active’ side on the left (Fig. 6).
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‘You are now ready to fly the Airbus’
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Fig. 6: Tuning the radio. New frequencies appear in ‘standby’.


You are now ready to fly the Airbus to an airport, under instruction from the controller, using the autopilot. There are just three knobs to worry about here, and they control airspeed, heading and altitude (Fig. 7).


Airbus Industries’ flawless control logic says that when the knobs are pulled out, control rests with the pilot. When they are pushed in, it rests with the pre-programmed flight computer. Therefore, pull them out when instructed to make inputs, otherwise the aircraft will blithely continue to head where it was already going, which could be Hong Kong.
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Fig. 7: Autopilot controls. Pull knob to make changes.



‘Setting the timer on a microwave oven’



Simply twirl the knobs until the values given by the controller appear on the digital display. By this means you will be able to fly the aeroplane to an airport with no more difficulty than you would have in setting the timer on a microwave oven. But don’t tell anyone.


If air traffic control has any sense – and these people are generally selected for their intelligence and cool-headedness – they will have directed you to an airport that will allow you to use the Airbus’s Instrument Landing System (or ILS). If you have been vectored to a remote runway on a disused airbase where you have no choice but to land the aeroplane manually, you may as well forget it, because, as the A330 captain consulted in the preparation of this work put it, ‘Everyone will be killed.’ There will be nothing for it but to say something memorable on the radio. Pithy reflections about your love for the family or your regret at having failed everyone should get you the front page.


As you make your way on autopilot to the airport, you will have to programme the ILS in the cockpit using the Multipurpose Control and Display Unit, or MCDU, or ‘McDoo’ in the chummy lexicon of real pilots. This is near your right knee (Fig. 8).
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Fig. 8: The MCDU. Not as complicated as it looks. Fortunately.
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Fig. 9: Programming the Instrument Landing System.


Control will give you a frequency and heading for the ILS of the airport; in the case of London Heathrow, it will be 109.5/272. On the McDoo, press the button marked RAD/NAV. Enter the frequency and heading with the keypad and, when they appear on the screen, press the little button alongside. The ILS is now programmed but not yet active (Fig. 9).
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Fig. 10: Lowering the flaps. Observe the ASI bug.


By now, control will have instructed you to descend using the autopilot, and you will be nearing 3000 feet. It is time to slow the Airbus down for the final approach. Using the speed knob on the autopilot, gently wind the airspeed down until it is about 10 knots above the lower red ‘bug’ on the ASI. Now select the first stage of flap, using the conveniently flap-shaped lever (Fig. 10).


With the wings now generating more lift, that lower bug on the ASI will move to a lower speed. Repeat the above process for the second stage of flap – slow to 10 knots above the bug, pull the lever.



‘Just press the button marked APPR’



Next, control will direct you to intercept something called QDM, which is the heading to the runway. Again, this is a simple matter of twiddling the knobs on the autopilot. Once flying straight and level on the right heading, you can initiate the ILS you programmed earlier. Just press the button marked APPR (for ‘approach’) on the autopilot and the Airbus will make its own way to the runway. Even the throttles will be controlled automatically.


But there is still much work for you to do before attaining glory. Lower the undercarriage using the lever over on the first officer’s side (Fig. 11).


Three green lights on the display above will confirm that it is down and locked. Next, and after reducing the airspeed to around 15 knots above the lower bug, deploy the final two stages of flap.


The aircraft will seem to you to be travelling absurdly slowly towards the runway, which should now be visible. Resist the urge to push the throttles open or pull back on the joystick. The automatic controls have been conceived and engineered by people who know so much more than you about the performance of the aircraft that to doubt them would be an insult. You will also be remembered by history as yet another bloke who thought he knew better, and you don’t. Leave everything alone and sit on your hands.
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