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Behind the Control

The weather was cool on this fall afternoon.  I complete my checklist and store all of the maps in the side pocket next to the seat.  On my knee sits a list of radio frequencies that I will need for the trip.  I turn the key to start the engine and start rolling toward the runway.  Once I complete the engine run-up procedures I taxi the plane to the hold short line next to the runway.  I call out on the radio “7039 Charlie is taking runway for takeoff,” (7039C is the registration numbers of the airplane and Charlie is the phonetic way of talking about the alphabet).  Adding a little power the plane rolls out to the centerline of the runway.  With the gauges all set I advance the throttle until the engine is giving all the power it can provide.  Thirty, fifty, a hundred feet now, two hundred feet and the wings are starting to develop lift.  Three hundred feet and I pull back on the control wheel.  Now that sinking sensation sets in as the airplane starts climbing.  I imagine this feels like the sensation when someone on a roller coaster goes over the top peak and rapidly start descending, however I wouldn’t know because I am afraid of heights.  

There is no other place to be than behind the controls of an airplane.  Many people have experienced takeoffs in small and large airplanes, but for me the excitement of piloting a small airplane is why I like to be behind the controls.  As I gain altitude and turn west, I change the radio frequency and callout “New Orleans approach Cherokee 7039 Charlie, off of Slidell, climbing to 7500 feet.”  New Orleans approach replies “Cherokee 7039 Charlie radar contact, proceed to destination,” (radar contact means they are monitoring the progress of each aircraft in their airspace and they will assist in keeping other airplanes separated from your aircraft).

As the airplane climbs I can see the outskirts of Covington.  From the left seat I can see streets and houses.  Some of the houses have swimming pools, but all of them look a bit picturesque. Details are lost at this altitude, everything appears as a miniature city.  On the radio announces, “Cherokee 7039 Charlie traffic at the 3 o’clock position, niner thousand feet descending to New Orleans airport, maintain separation.”  Once I have spotted the traffic I respond, “Cherokee 7039, roger traffic at 3 o’clock, I have Boeing 727 traffic, maintaining separation.”  Keeping an eye on the traffic and maintaining the required separation another 5 minutes go by when I hear, “Cherokee 7039 Charlie traffic no factor at this time, proceed to destination.”  After another 20 minutes the radio announces “Cherokee 7039 Charlie you are leaving New Orleans airspace, contact Baton Rouge, good day.”  Once I have changed the frequency on the radio, I call out “Baton Rouge approach, Cherokee 7039 Charlie with you at 7500 feet.”  The response on the radio is “Cherokee 7039 Charlie, radar contact, proceed to destination.”  Flying over Baton Rouge I can see all of the traffic congestion, some of the vehicles appear to be in very long lines, up here there are no lines.  From this vantage I can see the entire city, how the roads come and go, north, south, east and west.  Looking out the window I can see for 25 miles in every direction.  The Mississippi River is just ahead, and the river itself winds from north to south.  The river is a great navigational point, and I check the time to find that I’m a little ahead of schedule.  There must be a slight tail wind at this altitude.  From this height I really don’t like to look straight down because if I do I start getting an uneasy stomach.

The day turns to night and I turn on the navigational lights, (“See and be seen” is my motto.)  As my eyes begin to adjust I can see I’m over some small towns.  I can see the streetlights on their main street.  Nighttime is when you really get excited.  Imagine yourself driving down a two-lane highway, no streetlights but a full moon, the stripping on the blacktop is faded beyond use, you know you can continue but the little hairs stickup on the back of your neck, this makes you very cautious.  

Soon Baton Rouge approach is on the radio telling me to change frequencies to Fort Polk.  Once I talk with Fort Polk I start looking for my destination. I can’t help just looking out the window and admiring the view.  During Christmas the view will be extraordinary.  I better not let myself drift too far; I need to stay on course.  As I look at my watch I see that I should be there very soon, but I still have not spotted the airfield.  Another 5 minutes goes by without spotting it.  Then I think I can see that revolving light, yes it is definitely the familiar site I want to see.  A couple of minutes later and I can now see the blue lights that line the runway.  With this I take a sigh of relief.  I line-up the airplane with the blue lights and pull back on the power.  Gliding down I am continuously looking at the runway lights and my airspeed.  There is a slight problem, all I can see is the blue lights, but where exactly is the runway?  Oh! I forgot to turn on the landing light; the landing light is like a headlight on a car to illuminate what is in front of you.  Now I can see the runway, what a relief.  As I get closer to the ground I keep slowing down until about one foot above the runway, I gently pull back on the control wheel and let the airplane settle down until I hear the familiar chirp from the wheels.  I made it in just over 2 ½ hours, this same trip would have take 6 hours by car and be very tired from the amount of traffic.  

Once coming to a complete stop I realize that the one place I most want to be is in the left seat behind the control wheel of an airplane.  Did you know that only .2% of all Americans have their license to fly?  It makes me feel very proud to be among the .2% that has obtained their pilot license.  One of my accomplishments I have made is learning to deal with my fear of heights; it seems to be manageable when I am behind the control wheel of an airplane.  Flying is a learned skill that almost anyone can obtain, believe or not it is more a question of physical ability more than head knowledge yet I have heard of a bilateral amputee obtaining his license.  I encourage all of you to go to your local airport or airfield and check out the local flying clubs.  Become part of the .2%.
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