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      Author’s Note

      
      
      With the exception of the ‘The View From Above’, the articles collected here were written for the Atlantic Monthly during its golden era from about 1995 to 2005, and more recently for Vanity Fair, which exists today as one of the few mainstream publications in the English language that allows for long-form narrative
         reporting. A few editors stand in the background – most notably the brilliant Cullen Murphy, a writer himself, who for thirty
         years has been expanding other writers’ ambitions to match his own. I myself never intended to write about aviation, having
         left professional flying behind for life as an international correspondent. Indeed the aviation writing collected here constitutes
         only a fraction of the work I have done on a variety of topics largely related to conflict and change, from parts of the world
         both far away and near. Gangs in Brazil, wars in the Balkans, Iraq, and Afghanistan, Islamist radicalism in North Africa and
         London, ship-breaking in India, an environmentalist missionary in Patagonia – these are the sorts of subjects that have occupied
         my time. It is almost to my surprise therefore to find at this mid-point in my career that I have written enough on aviation,
         already, to make a book and call it Aloft.


      
      The essays appear roughly in the order they were published. The first that I wrote, however, appears as the sixth in the collection:
         ‘Valujet 592.’ It is about the 1996 crash in the Florida Everglades of an airliner that burned in flight, and more fundamentally
         about the inherent inability of governments or the airlines themselves to keep such accidents from happening. Murphy and Atlantic editor-in-chief William Whitworth sent me to the crash site for the first week after the accident, and then encouraged me
         to wait a full year before returning to the story. That sort of approach has been typical for me. The Valujet piece was noticed in safety engineering
         circles. After its publication I was asked once a year for several years to address system specialists at Los Alamos, the
         US weapons laboratory where the atomic bomb was born. For the safety of the world, each year I politely declined.


      
      I am not a reporter in the traditional sense, because I do not report the news. While others slave against the clock to meet
         daily or weekly deadlines, what motivates me is the prospect of having to complete a project at some distant date on the calendar.
         The only truly journalistic piece here is the one on air traffic control – called ‘Slam and Jam’ – where one of the points
         is that safety does not hang in the balance, and controllers do not have especially stressful jobs. It so happened that another
         writer did a piece on air traffic control for the New York Times Magazine at the same time, and drew the opposite picture. His work was picked up by Hollywood, and made into a bad movie called Pushing Tin. My piece elicited only a prank phone call from a British friend, who pretended to be a controller and threatened to burn
         down my house. Obviously there was something wrong with my take. No article of mine has ever been made into a movie.


      
      I never wanted to write about flight. It is a genre too easily confused with false heroics, or, worse, with tedious transportation
         history of the British plane-spotter kind. So each time I had to be pushed. The pusher has always been Cullen Murphy, a man
         with no inherent interest in aviation, but with an insatiable curiosity about the world, and also, simply, with a love for
         non-fiction writing. The episode that stands out in my memory occurred on a wintry day in Boston, at the Atlantic’s venerable offices, in the years before the magazine moved to Washington. Murphy was dressed as usual in a jacket with elbow
         patches and a bowtie. I was slumped as usual in a chair. Murphy said he wanted me to consider writing another aviation piece,
         if any came to mind. I said, no, hell no, I was done with writing about airplanes because I had more important things to say
         – maybe something about the role of romanticism in fomenting war, or the history of the world since Jesus Christ, or, my favorite,
         the five primary fallacies of our time. Murphy is an imperturbable man. He quietly asked me to reconsider, and said he would publish anything on flight that I might choose to write. Anything? I proposed the most esoteric topic I
         could imagine – an article about turning an airplane – which surely he would reject. To my surprise he answered yes. The result
         was ‘The Turn’. To my further surprise he published it, and somehow it was a success, however small.


      
      Cullen Murphy, William Whitworth, Mike Kelly, and Graydon Carter. There have been others in the book world as well – in New
         York, London, Paris, São Paulo, and Milan. These editors represent publishing as a brave and decent trade. But of course there
         are frustrations, too. For years after I went to work for the Atlantic, I had a little side business of occasionally taking pilots – a few at a time – into the worst weather we could survive in
         small and intentionally-vulnerable airplanes. This was more technical and less adventurous than it might seem: it was training
         for the mind, a practical school in self-discipline and escape-route planning. Again, Murphy asked me to write about it. I
         wrote the piece called ‘Inside An Angry Sky’, and Whitworth decided to publish it. The manuscript found its way, however,
         into the New York offices of the real estate tycoon who owned the Atlantic at the time, and his lieutenant, an amateur pilot, happed upon it. Then the unthinkable occurred: the lieutenant violated
         the firewalls around editorial content, and raised a fuss about the article, which he believed exhibited reckless and dangerous
         behavior. Technically he was wrong, but such were the other pressures on Whitworth that he acquiesced and spiked the piece.
         Murphy was upset, and Whitworth may have been, too. I thought the episode was funny. Did this man in New York believe that
         our readers would go out and start flying storms? Furthermore, what constitutes dangerous behavior? I had just returned from
         an extended stay in Sudan, on an assignment for the Atlantic during which I had dodged Revolutionary Guards and been arrested three times. There was no complaint about that.


      
      I could go on at length about the back stories here, but will not. Suffice it to say that ‘The Crash of EgyptAir 990’ was
         the Atlantic’s response to 9/11 – a parable about war; ‘Columbia’s Last Flight,’ was written largely in Baghdad; ‘The Devil At 37,000 Feet’ required such hard driving in the Amazon that
         it largely destroyed a truck; and finally, ‘The View From Above’ in my own mind has always been a tribute to my father, a man who believed in the importance
         of simply looking around. Beyond that I will not burden these pages. The pieces can be read in any order. They do not require
         technical knowledge. They avoid jargon, over-simplification, or mis-statement of fact. Most of them are stories about matters
         somewhat larger than themselves. There are suffused with the wonder I still feel that as a species we now find ourselves in
         the sky.


      
      William Langewiesche

      
      New York

      
      November 2009

      

      
      
      
      Introduction

      
      The Lonely Impulse

      
      
      That sky, that band of air between the earth’s skin and the edge of space, is for most of us an alien environment, where clouds
         boil and roil, where headwinds howl, and where the outside temperature, as our pilot jauntily informs us, is low enough to
         freeze the blood in our veins. William Langewiesche is the opposite of an aerophobe, but even he acknowledges the uncanniness
         of that turbulent azure above our heads: ‘We find reflections of ourselves there, but of all inhabited places the sky remains
         the strangest.’


      
      The number of writers who have tackled the subject of flight is very small, and of that number Langewiesche is the least fanciful,
         the most vigorous – the most, we might say, down-to-earth. His writing is tough and tangy, and as bracing as the breeze that,
         in the days before air bridges, used to hit you when you stepped out on to the apron to walk to your waiting plane. He is
         a true heir of the Wright brothers, those quintessentially American gadgeteers, and while he is happy to grant the rest of
         the world a licence to fly he is in no doubt as to who really owns the skies; as he warns us, ‘I am an American pilot with
         an American taste for waste, a nervous hunger for speed and power only half justified by the size of the continent.’


      
      Note that his first claim is that he is a pilot. He recognizes clearly in himself the way in which the flying informs the
         writing, and the reciprocal nature of the two disciplines that together make up his livelihood and his obsession. This is
         what gives his work its authoritative note; this man knows what he is talking about. ‘The airplane’s forward motion imposes a crude immediacy on our thoughts, so that even when we do not understand the weather, we may pretend
         that we do. Flying as much as writing teaches the need for such fictions, for discerning the patterns in a disorderly world.’


      
      Here again he shows himself a member of that American fraternity that includes Huck Finn, Hawkeye Natty Bumppo, even Jay Gatsby
         – though Langewiesche’s green light is not at the end of a dock but on the tip of a wing – all of them seekers after ‘the
         patterns in a disorderly world’. He is truly a native son, and for him the sky is one more frontier, reachable enough to be
         still a human zone, just about – space is another element, with no weather and nothing in it except stars and a few drifting
         bits of manmade hardware. His voice is inflected with that particular American tone which is a blend of fortitude, individualism
         and unassuageable loneliness. He is surely a student of Emerson, the Emerson who writes: ‘Life only avails, not the having
         lived. Power ceases in the instant of repose; it resides in the moment of transition from a past to a new state, in the shooting
         of the gulf, in the darting to an aim.’ Of which Langewiesche’s version might be this:


      
      
         The aerial view is something entirely new… It lets us see outselves in context, as creatures struggling through life on the
            face of a planet, not separate from nature, but its most expressive agents. It lets us see that our struggles form patterns
            on the land, that these patterns repeat to an extent which before we had not known, and that there is sense to them.




      
      Here we are back again to the solitary man in the lonely sky, fastened into ‘the cockpit as a monastic cell’, discerning the
         patterns in a disorderly world.


      
      Langewiesche has known his moments of dread, too, the dread that comes of the sudden realization of being aloft at ‘an unbridgeable
         distance from the world’. It would be hard to think of a writer more dissimilar from him than Antoine de Saint-Exupéry – ‘I
         rejected his work as inauthentic,’ Langewiesche writes, ‘disdaining its sense of the common good, its maudlin emotionalism,
         and its overwrought musings on the glories of the mission’ – yet in a telling passage the American pragmatist confesses to a moment of fellow-feeling
         with the ‘notoriously dreamy’ Frenchman.


      
      It was his first winter of cargo flying, ‘dangerous, low-paid work’, and he was not happy, lifting off in nights of black
         rain ‘into the storms and the inner landscapes of the mind’. On one of those nights, crossing a clearing in the clouds, he
         glimpsed far below the lights of a single ranch house and remembered a passage in Saint-Exupéry’s Night Flight in which the Frenchman spotted a similar farmhouse ‘that seemed to be sailing backwards from him in a great prairie sea,
         with its freight of human lives’. Suddenly, his nerve began to fail, as he contemplated something that ‘previously I had believed
         no real pilot would take the time to do’, namely, the possibility that this time he might not return from the night sky. Return
         he did, of course, but the sense of doom remained with him, until another night when, flying through the last storm of a bleak
         winter, the ‘sheer force of that storm forced me at last to look up from the instruments again – and when I did I discovered
         a place fantastic even to me, far away in the wild winds, where rain fell upward and blizzards blew among cloud mountains
         and the walls of great caverns erupted in light’. It was a catharctic vision, and, for all its savagery, a saving one:


      
      
         After returning I stood in the wind-driven rain and watched the workers back their vans up to the airplane to unload its cargo.
            I did not tell them where I had been. How could they have understood? Even to me it was a wonder that this little metal machine,
            so battered and unloved, had carried me there. It was late at night, and I should have driven home and slept, but I was not
            tired. I felt renewed not because I had survived but because I had the means and the inclination to fly again into that angry
            sky. No pilot could ever be at home there, but I for one had stopped yearning for the ground.




      
      These are wonderful essays, at once thrilling and informative, awe-inspiring and exact, in places frightening, in others reassuring,
         and always elegant. Langewiesche is a born flyer – his father was a famous pilot who wrote a classic text on flight navigation – and an inspired writer, one whom, like Yeats’s airman,


      
      
         
         A lonely impulse of delight

         
         Drove to this tumult in the clouds

         


      
      John Banville, 2010

      

      
      I

      
      
            
      The View from Above

      
      
      After a century of flying, we still live at a moment of emergence like that experienced by creatures first escaping from the
         sea. For us the emergence has been given meaning because we can think about it, and can perhaps understand the nature of our
         liberation. Mechanical wings allow us to fly, but it is with our minds that we make the sky ours. The old measures of distance
         no longer apply, in part because we hop across the globe in single sittings, but also because in doing so we visit a place
         which even just above our homes is as exotic and revealing as the most foreign destination. This book contains observations
         of that place, and it takes the form of a spiral climb, occasionally returning overhead of the point where now it begins,
         with the idea that flight’s gift is to let us look around.


      
      At first I mean a simple form of looking around, and one that requires little instruction – just gazing down at the ordinary
         scenery sliding by below. The best views are views of familiar things, like cities and farms and bottlenecked freeways. So
         set aside the beauty of sunsets, the majesty of mountains, the imprint of winds on golden prairies. The world beneath our
         wings has become a human artifact, our most spontaneous and complex creation. Tourists may not like to contemplate the evidence,
         with its hints of greed and self-destruction, but the fact remains that the old sterilized landscapes – like designated outlooks
         and pretty parks and sculpted gardens – have become obsolete, and that it is largely the airplane that has made them so. The
         aerial view is something entirely new. We need to admit that it flattens the world and mutes it in a rush of air and engines,
         and that it suppresses beauty. But it also strips the façades from our constructions, and by raising us above the constraints
         of the treeline and the highway it imposes a brutal honesty on our perceptions. It lets us see ourselves in context, as creatures struggling through life
         on the face of a planet, not separate from nature, but its most expressive agents. It lets us see that our struggles form
         patterns on the land, that these patterns repeat to an extent which before we had not known, and that there is a sense to
         them.


      
      Discovering that sense requires not only that we look outside while flying but that we get over the illusion of smallness,
         the ‘Everything looks like a toy!’ that blinds us at first to what we see. I write ‘us’ but frankly mean ‘them’ or ‘you.’
         The truth is I can only imagine learning to see from the air, because my father was a pilot with pilot friends, and I grew
         up inside their airplanes, gazing at the world below. Day after day through the seasons and years we wandered the sky, and
         I sat looking outside. To pass the time I picked points on the airplane – a strut, a rivet, a place on the leading edge of
         a wing – and used those points as sighting devices against the ground to measure the airplane’s speed and to define flight’s
         independent paths across the landscape: for a while along a country lane, but then straight across a field and through someone’s
         swimming pool, over a factory, into a city and out again. It was quite early in my childhood, as these random paths began
         to fit together, that I developed a pilot’s integrated sense of the earth’s geometry.


      
      This was in the 1960s, the merest moment after the Wright brothers. When I first flew alone, in a sailplane at the age of
         fourteen, the experience seemed so normal to me that I have practically no memory of it now. It wasn’t until college, when
         I took an air-taxi job and began carrying passengers for hire, people unaccustomed to flight, that I realized there was anything
         unusual about the view. Of course, some passengers did not want to look outside. But others were curious. For me it was like
         witnessing Stone Age people seeing photographs for the first time, getting used to the scale, then turning with growing excitement
         from the magic to the content of the picture.


      
      These passengers had ridden on the airlines but had been herded into their cabin seats, distracted by magazines, and given
         shoulder-height triple-pane windows at right angles to the direction of flight. They had been encouraged not to look outside
         but rather the opposite – to draw the shades for the movie and pretend not to fly at all. And now suddenly they found themselves in a cockpit
         wrapped in glass, awash in brilliant light, in a small airplane lingering near the ground.


      
      Some passengers simply could not understand the view. I remember a pristine young woman who, ten miles off the San Francisco
         coast, looked down from our airplane at a ship plowing through the Pacific swells, then looked up at me and smiled prettily.


      
      I was charmed. I said, ‘What do you think?’

      
      She said, ‘Is this the Napa Valley?’

      
      The airplane was noisy. I said, ‘The what?’

      
      She repeated it, less certainly. ‘The Napa Valley?’

      
      I may have laughed. She looked concerned. Only later did I understand. First flights can confuse the senses and cause normal
         people to stop thinking.


      
      On another occasion I had a passenger who during a smooth flight at 15,000 feet over Baltimore suspected that perhaps he had
         died and gone not to heaven but to a suspended place in time. He meant this quite literally. His face turned chalky, as if
         he were about to faint. I asked him what was wrong.


      
      He stammered his strange uncertainty: Had we by chance been in a mid-air collision back there over Wilmington when the controller
         warned us about that oncoming airplane which we never spotted? The question put me in the unusual position of having to assure
         someone that both he and I were indeed still alive.


      
      He was a German art dealer from Berlin and New York, and he did not know Baltimore. The softness of flight had combined with
         the visible abandonment of the streets below to give him the feeling of death. I explained that it was Super Bowl Sunday and
         that all Baltimore was watching the game on television. He had been long enough in the United States to understand. The color
         returned slowly to his skin. I think then that he became interested in the view, which was indeed the view of a sort of afterlife
         – or of a city in decline.


      
      The German would have felt better over Berlin or New York not because they are healthier cities but because reading the ground
         from an airplane is easier if you understand some of the local customs. Residents of Baltimore would see their city from the air
         more clearly than any transient foreigner, and would find the landscape not dormant or deadly, but compelling. Rather than
         simply knowing about the Super Bowl, they might share with the city below a genuine interest in the game’s outcome – and as
         result they might not even see a Baltimore in decline. Who could say then whose view was deeper, theirs or mine? But I do
         know that they would not choose that moment in flight to prefer watching television, because television is dull compared to
         the view of home from overhead.


      
      I have imagined teaching the aerial view. The best approach would be to apprentice young children as I was apprenticed, to
         teach them without elaboration simply by flying them to different places, encouraging them to navigate, and to make the translations
         between maps and the world. Effortlessly they would develop the habit of seeing the world from above, and the more subtle
         trick while on the ground of understanding the scale and orientation of their surroundings. Flying at its best is a way of
         thinking. Because of that, once having left the earth’s surface, people never again quite return to it. But also because of
         that, adults often find it hard to make the leap. They simply have spent too many years on the ground. To teach them the aerial
         view you would have to overcome that landlubbing prejudice which equates driving on a country road, or sleeping in a hotel
         and visiting the restaurant part of town, with having ‘been’ somewhere, to the exclusion of other possibilities.


      
      I have a friend, a historian at Princeton University, who upon my return from a low-altitude flight up the Eastern seaboard
         of the United States denied that I had actually visited the places I had overflown – the farmed and citied coastal plain from
         Georgia to New Jersey and in between. I did not invite my friend’s judgment, but he offered it anyway, argumentatively, because
         he could not shake a certain cramped sense of possession that he had acquired while driving the same route the summer before.
         He was a jealous sort of traveler, like those who return from tours convinced that theirs is the only authentic experience
         among the natives of some faraway land. Pilots are generally less-educated types, but they are more charitable about geography. In all my time among them, the endless hours sitting in cockpits and waiting around airports, I have never heard
         one speak possessively of a landscape. Maybe because the aerial view is unrestrained, it can also be generous.


      
      I offered to introduce my friend to it, not by following his road trip from above but by taking him on a shorter flight over
         Princeton, his hometown, where his sense of possession was justified. He accepted my offer, and on a crisp and sunlit morning
         was surprised by the density of the university campus, by the alignment of the streets, by the nearness of the New York skyline,
         by the extent of the new suburban forest. He was interested in the generational growth of office parks, the division of the
         farms, and the inflated architecture of new houses on small lots like the coming of California to the East. I thought, specialists
         may measure the increments of change on the ground and may disdain the ‘naïveté’ of the untutored aerial view, but with just
         one short flight almost anyone can read the outline of the story from up here – in this case, the conclusion of New Jersey’s
         farming life. The aerial view is a democratic view. My friend was interested also in local details like the capricious turns
         of a certain Hopewell Valley road, and the full extent of a new golf course, and the pattern of old overgrown cow paths converging
         on a converted barn, and a hidden patch of wilderness by a brook, and the torn shingled roof of another professor’s house.
         Each earned a comment. But he asked me to circle only when we came to his own house, built among others near an expensive
         day school. He was absorbed, as all people are, by the unexpected proportions and angles and by the strange lay of a familiar
         neighborhood.


      
      ‘It’s like seeing your face in the mirror for the first time,’ I suggested.

      
      My friend did not answer. From riding the airlines, he insisted still on the airplane as just a better sort of train, and
         he was secretly proud of his impatience with the tedium of flight – such impatience being the mark of the modern traveler.
         In life he had crossed those thresholds of success and self-confidence beyond which he could not easily learn or change his
         mind. After we landed, he said he remained unconvinced. Of course. And he will not read these essays, which are meant as a
         guide to a still unsettled place in the human experience. But during the flight he did not once turn away from the view of the old settled place, and that was a start.


      
      The best aerial views are low views, but only down to a certain altitude, because there is also such a thing as flying too
         low to see. This happens at that height above the ground where, depending on the airplane’s speed, the scenery rushes by too
         quickly. From the cockpit of a jet flown at treetop level at, say, 500 miles an hour, the rushing-by is sometimes described
         in schoolchild terms as a blur. In fact, to the accustomed eye the land remains visually distinct – a complex mix of definable
         points, of trees and houses and mountaintops. The points slide by in a spectrum of softening speed, from brutally fast directly
         below, to merely brisk one mile ahead, to not quite stationary up on the distant horizon. There is no blurring to it. You
         register the points coming in time, and can slow things down by looking a bit farther away.


      
      But if not a blurring, there is indeed a visual frustration to such high-speed treetop flight, and it is a structural one.
         The details which pass by slowly enough to make sense of are precisely those details which lie too far away to see clearly.
         For example, you know it’s a house that just went by, but for lack of time or clarity you cannot consider its design and setting,
         or the litter in its back yard – the house as an expression of its inhabitants. The airplane jars through upwelling surface
         winds. Its speed dominates your thoughts like an obsession. No matter how you twist and turn, you cannot get beyond it.


      
      Even at a relatively slow 200 miles an hour, speed may rob the low view of its content. The obvious solution is to throttle
         back and fly still more slowly – and that indeed you can do, though not economically in a jet. I will ignore the levitational
         magic of helicopters, which can hover in any direction, closely matching the contours of the land, but which are inefficient,
         disruptive, and nearly as expensive as a jet to operate. For about the cost of driving a car you can fly an old two-seat,
         propeller-driven airplane and float low across the countryside at road speeds – slow enough to see the hats on the farmers
         and to judge the quality of their work.


      
      And even that now seems too fast. Let children dream of their supersonic futures. For today’s practitioner, the advance is rather at the other end of the scale, with a foot-launched aircraft
         in which the pilot hangs on shrouds from a wing made of loose fabric like a sail. How appropriate that the French, who are
         good sailors, have championed this form of aircraft. Calling it the paraglider, they developed it in the 1980s as an alternative
         to standard delta-wing hang gliders, which are exhilarating to fly, and reasonably safe, but which suffer from the weight
         and bulk of their tubular frames even when disassembled. The paraglider by contrast has no frame, weighs about the same as
         a family’s picnic lunch, and can be stuffed into a rucksack and carried easily up a mountain. In essence, it is a rectangular
         high-performance parachute, a close relative to the tethered ‘parasails’ pulled by powerboats at beach resorts, with the important
         difference that it has no connection to the ground and flies independently, under the pilot’s control.


      
      High on some mountain, you invert the fabric on the ground behind you, strap yourself into a seat-harness, and with a tug
         on the shrouds allow the wind to send the wing aloft directly overhead, where it assumes a cambered form and floats at the
         ready. With a short run downhill you give it flying speed. It answers by lifting you off your feet, and beginning to coast
         downhill toward the valley below. Once it gains speed it flattens its glide angle, and takes you out across the trees, the
         ravines, and the valley itself. The experience is primordial, a feeling of lift and wind like a throwback to the earliest
         elemental era of flight before the Wright brothers, when pioneers like the great Berliner Otto Lilienthal floated downhill
         on homemade wings.


      
      Lilienthal was a mechanical engineer, the manager of a factory that manufactured small steam engines. He crashed and died
         in 1898, at age forty-eight, after having made 2,000 hang gliding flights, the longest of which lasted fifteen seconds. It
         seems quaint now that he flew only on weekends and that he fell to his death at walking speed from only fifty feet up – but
         he was doing serious work, and he knew it. The epitaph on his tombstone records his famous words, Opfer müssen gebracht werden, or ‘Sacrifices must be made.’ If that now seems like the wrong way to approach the weekend, it was the right way in the
         1890s, because at any cost the time had come for human flight.


      
      The difference for us today is not that the designs have improved, though they have, but that as a species we have now had a century of experience inside the sky. The modern paraglider does
         not advance history but offers the human animal a bit of stitched fabric, some lines, and a harness – a cheap personal portable
         wing. The flying of such aircraft has become an indulgence and does not call for heroics. In turn, this means that our flying
         is safer.


      
      There is risk to any flight, of course, and pilots do die in paragliders. They die not because paragliding is unregulated
         – though in the United States it remains delightfully so – but because of the physics of flight. The slowest and simplest
         flying machines are particularly vulnerable to the winds and dependent upon the pilot’s athletic reactions. Those reactions
         take a while to develop. Wilbur and Orville Wright, who started as bicycle builders in Dayton, Ohio, set about designing,
         building, and flying the world’s first practical airplanes after reading Lilienthal’s obituary in the local newspaper. Their
         most important insight was that lift alone was not enough – that once in flight the pilot would have to be given absolute
         control of the wing. They were careful, cerebral men, but also supremely Midwestern and pragmatic. During their early experiments
         with gliding in 1901, Wilbur wrote, ‘If you are looking for perfect safety you will do well to sit on a fence and watch the
         birds, but if you really wish to learn you must mount a machine and become acquainted with its tricks by actual trial.’


      
      This remains almost as true today. Despite our accumulated knowledge of the air, the best way to go about paragliding is not
         to sign up for a class but simply to borrow a wing and run downhill with it. Borrow a helmet, too, and choose a calm day and
         a shallow slope – but indulge in the risk. In each hand you hold a handle connected by shrouds to the trailing edge of the
         wing. Those handles function as the glider’s only controls. To turn, you pull one or the other, twisting the fabric of the
         wing to spoil the lift in the direction you want to go. Because the paraglider flies slowly, at bicycle speeds, it requires
         only a shallow bank to turn quickly. At the end of the flight, as you skim the ground, you pull both handles at once, causing
         the entire wing to rear up and to slow further until against a light wind you put your feet down and land with a few steps
         – or instead, as I have, you go about gently crashing.


      
      The slowness of the paraglider is the feature that interests me here, not because it makes for soft landings but because it promises in theory to provide ordinary humans with the most detailed
         yet of the aerial views. Sometimes I think that people should, after all, take classes in paragliding, but that those classes
         should be taught at every public high school in the country and offered as alternatives not only to gym but to the tedious
         courses in ‘civics’ and geography. This is not a serious proposal, of course, because we have taught ourselves if anything
         to worship safety – to fasten our seatbelts, to act responsibly, and to follow the well trod paths through life. Opfer müssen nicht gebracht werden. Imagine the price to pay each time a student landed badly and was injured or killed. But imagine also the arrival of an
         entire generation in which people truly had learned to see their world from above.


      
      Such dreaming aside, paragliders in recent years have encountered a practical problem masked as an advance. Through steady
         improvements in their design and construction, the gliding performance of these sky-sails keeps getting better, and is now
         nearly fifteen to one, which means they can fly fifteen feet forward for every foot they descend. This does not approach the
         sixty-to-one ratios of enclosed sailplanes, but it is about that of delta-wing hang gliders. Accompanying the flattened glide
         angle is a lessening of sink rates to about 200 feet per minute. The numbers are important because they are more than matched
         by the vertical fluctuations of ordinary winds. As a result, paraglider pilots can now soar, which means they can ride updrafts,
         gain altitude, stay aloft for hours, and even fly trips of a hundred miles and more. My own small regret is that these possibilities
         encourage a record-setting mentality in which flying becomes a ‘sport’ turned in on itself and pilots come to consider the
         landscape only for the chances it creates – the coastal ridge, the sun-heated parking lot, the swirl of dust that marks the
         start of rising air. To soar you have to stay high and exploit every opportunity. The ground becomes the enemy. You can’t
         afford to see it in detail.


      
      One answer is to abandon soaring and strap an engine to your back, and this indeed is now done. Again the French have led
         the way. They call the result the powered paraglider and have established enough of a following to support two stores in Paris
         alone. The wing is slightly shorter. The engine is mounted on a backframe and drives a four-bladed pusher-propeller in a wire cage – an arrangement,
         including fuel and a small battery for in-flight electrical starts, which weighs about thirty pounds, and which the pilot
         wears in addition to the standard wing harness. This time along with the control handles, you hold a throttle lever connected
         by cable to the engine. You take off downhill or on level ground after a short run into the wind with the engine roaring.
         For the outside observer it is a peculiar sight: this two-legged animal with a parachute overhead and noisy machinery strapped
         to his back, running awkwardly across a field, then retracting his legs and flying. It is peculiar for the pilot too, until
         your wings take hold and pull you into the sky. Then suddenly it feels quite natural. The powered paraglider may be the most
         primitive airplane that has ever existed, but it offers a genuine form of flight. You can climb in it one mile high and hover
         there for hours.


      
      Better yet you can pack it into an airliner, then unpack it somewhere new and fly it low. I have a Parisian friend named François
         Lagarde, a pioneer of this technique, who has flown his powered paraglider across Tunisia, Niger, Cameroon, Martinique, and
         Thailand. Even the most timid traditionalists would have to admit that thereby he has ‘visited’ those places. Other than making
         occasional adjustments to the wing, he has little to do in flight but to look around. Lagarde flies low, sometimes below the
         treetops, following footprints and trails, chasing rabbits. He maneuvers among giraffes and elephants and smells the dry dung
         and wet earth, the grasses, trees, and flowers. He waves to villagers and alights like a bird in those villages where people
         wave back. He flies in the United States and France as well, and he talks of China next. All this may seem like another exercise
         in European adventurism, but Lagarde is not a faddist. There are good reasons for his obsession. He is extroverted and social
         and unafraid, and he wants to experience the world in its full vitality. He knows that the view from above is frank and unobstructed.
         And he has learned that the very low view, when it is also very slow, is often also intimate.


      
      But he and I have different goals in flight. Although my writing now takes me to far-off places in the world, as a pilot I
         am still most interested in the view of the place I know best, which is this country here. And although I understand the interest of the slowest European
         flight and admire the education that sustains it, I am an American pilot with an American taste for waste, a nervous hunger
         for speed and power only half justified by the size of the continent. It is true that I would rather fly my own propeller
         airplane where I choose to go than fly someone else’s jet much faster where others choose to send me. But I won’t pretend
         that I always cherish the view.


      
      I have even used speed maliciously to blind my passengers. For several years I worked as an air-taxi pilot along the Mexican
         border of west Texas. It was a wild part of the world, infested with smugglers of drugs and guns, and potentially dangerous
         for any public for-hire pilot. I knew it when I moved there, and I was determined to stay out of trouble. When one evening
         a rancher from the Rio Grande offered me six months’ earnings to ‘repossess’ an airplane in Mexico and fly it low into the
         United States, I easily said no. The rancher was feeling me out; it was clear that the repossessed airplane would be loaded
         with dope. But I was hungry, and I did take some of the more ambiguous flights that an older pilot might have declined.


      
      I flew small single-pilot airplanes. The danger for me, as for ordinary taxi drivers, was bad neighborhoods and aggressive
         passengers. The threat came not from the big drug cartels but from random freelance operators who could cross the Rio Grande
         from Mexico with a small load of cocaine and, once having arrived in the unpoliceable no-man’s land along the U.S. side of
         the river, call for an air taxi to fly in and pick them up, then turn around and fly them north, far beyond the border defenses.
         We were a local flying service with frequent and legitimate flights to the Rio Grande, which made us the perfect target for
         such a scheme. As a pilot, it was of little help not to know the contents of the luggage. You could be convicted of smuggling
         nonetheless, and even without going to prison you could lose your right to fly, which for a pilot is nearly the same. Worse
         yet, a high-strung passenger could, upon arrival at a lonely landing strip, simply decide to silence you. It was a real possibility.
         The ghosts of murdered pilots haunt isolated runways all through the Southwest.


      
      I thought I could control the danger by bringing along a strong friend – a 250-pound Chicano named Tweeter who worked as a mechanic at the airport and who played the copilot, glowering beside
         me in the cockpit with his drooping mustache and his wrapped sunglasses, armed with a fire extinguisher and a baseball bat,
         hoping for trouble. The worst flights announced themselves beforehand by phone: a harried stranger on the river, wanting immediate
         service for no clear reason, forgetting to question the cost. I want to think that we never carried narcotics, though in truth
         I do not know. I did fly through troubled currents, and because of Tweeter I flew through them without fear.


      
      But once when he was not at the airport I got a suspicious call for a pickup at a remote runway on the border, and I had to
         decide whether to set off for the Rio Grande alone. The caller was a woman, a stranger who spoke with the flat nasal vowels
         of the Midwest. She said her husband was sick and needed to get to Odessa, an oil town 250 miles north on the interstate.
         I took a minute to scribble a few calculations of time and fuel. She understood my silence as reluctance.


      
      ‘Just hold on,’ she said, and she muffled the phone with her hand. Then she said, ‘He says we pay cash – dollars.’ Apparently
         she was used to following her husband’s lead.


      
      I gave her an estimate of the cost. I said, ‘It’s a standard rate, by the hour, the return trip too.’

      
      ‘Who’s the pilot?

      
      Are you the pilot?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘He says just get down here fast.’

      
      If the man was that sick, why didn’t he go to a doctor there? The call was all wrong. The woman’s urgency worried me – it
         sounded like panic. But I started the airplane anyway and taxied and took off, because I needed the work.


      
      It was a summer afternoon, with clouds building over the jagged west Texas peaks and a dust plume rising from a cattle truck
         moving down a dry dirt road. My destination was the runway outside of Presidio, the last town in the United States, and the
         hottest. The route led south across a grassland basin divided by barbed wire into vast pastures, some cropped close by cattle
         to the color of dirt, others more luxuriant and nonetheless brown. Isolated ranch houses huddled with sheds under cottonwood trees. I had once loved that landscape self-indulgently, for the purity and beauty of its wide
         open space, and for its comforting diminution of my own existence – the scale it gave to my worries and ambitions and the
         reminder it offered me that these concerns mattered less than I tended to believe. Such was the appeal of the wilderness to
         me – something I no longer feel, the appeal of a surrender. But I was learning a new way of seeing the landscape now, which
         was more acute in its acknowledgment of the human presence there and of my own involvement. Flight forced this on me. The
         enormity and emptiness of the place suggested no longer its virgin splendor but rather its human history – from the first
         tentative routes along the dry creeks, to the assertive overlay of the transcontinental railroad, to the birth and now death
         of the small towns.


      
      Despite their beauty, the ranches were dying, too. Evidence lay not only in the decay of the old buildings, some recently
         abandoned, but also in the blossoming of flamboyant new estates. The estates were built by rich outsiders who made their money
         elsewhere and cared more about the esthetic of the land than about its productivity. I thought this was probably a good thing,
         since there was little risk of subdivision here, and land once wrested from the grasp of authentic ranching did seem to return
         to a deeper state of grace. Preservation, too, is part of the human landscape.


      
      But it was the international boundary that occupied me today – a trace on a map, a dirty little river where two unequal neighbors
         met, an artificial and dangerous and unfair and necessary line. The river glinted at the bottom of a deep geological rift.
         I came at it from the side, crossing the rift’s mountainous lip and descending steeply. The grassland soon succumbed to the
         desert, nature’s equalizer, so that along the river, by narrow scenic standards, both sides of the border looked about the
         same.


      
      The narrowness of the view is a problem particular to the ground. Few tourists ever went to Presidio, but those who did often
         got the impression that the border there hardly existed. Residents, too, because they freely forded the river, could share
         that illusion. But from the air the view always widens. Forget the revelations of a shared humanity that astronauts are told
         to talk about. Such revelations are pitched to placate the opponents of rocket ships and their budgets. The astronauts simply fly too high to see. What the ordinary
         aerial view shows is quite the opposite of a unified world. Beyond wind and water, it is human history that now sculpts the
         earth.


      
      In flight you could never have mistaken the Rio Grande for just a river. With the exception of tiny Presidio and its satellite
         settlements, the U.S. side had been abandoned on private as well as public lands to the preservation of a new wilderness.
         Mexico by comparison made no excuses for its humanity. Big tough Ojinaga spread its dirty streets over the hills and extended
         a network of rutted roads to fifty miles of river villages – a band of hardscrabble civilization fastened tightly to the Texan
         underbelly. Somewhere below, a highway sign mentioned 500-year-old fields, but there was little real farming left. The border
         people got by as border people do, by smuggling. A few smugglers became rich and built big houses in fortified compounds,
         but most people merely survived. They let their churches and villages fall into ruin. And this, too, was obvious from the
         air.


      
      The Presidio International Airport had a single sloping runway just off the highway. It was called ‘international’ because
         it also had an outside pay phone from which, if you flew in from Mexico, you could in principle call on Customs to come up
         from the river for the entry formalities. This happened maybe twice a year. Presidio was probably the quietest international
         airport in the United States.


      
      Mine was the only airplane there that afternoon. I shut it down in the sun beside a wrecked trailer in which for a while a
         missionary pilot had lived while proselytizing the river people. He had told me he was a soldier in the army of the Lord.
         After only a half-year he had retreated, leaving the trailer with broken windows to collect the desert air.


      
      The sun lay low. My passengers came from the trailer’s shadow and hobbled toward the airplane holding each other and carrying
         a satchel. The woman was tall and bony and wore her jeans too tight; her husband was taller, and muscular, but walked hunched
         over, so that his hair fell forward in greasy strands across his face. His clothes were soiled with dirt. He stumbled, and
         the woman held him up. They pushed into the airplane without a word and sprawled onto the back seats.


      
      I said, ‘Wait a minute.’

      
      The woman snapped, ‘Just get us out of here!’

      
      ‘I want to know what’s the matter with him.’

      
      ‘He got a bug in Mexico.’

      
      But his face was bruised, and his eyes were strange, both furtive and aggressive. I figured that he had been beaten and that
         he was drugged, maybe against his will. He glared at me and mumbled something I could not make out. The woman draped her arm
         across his chest, pushing him gently against the seat. She touched her head to his and murmured soothingly into his ear. This
         seemed not to work.


      
      ‘What’s in the bag?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Sneakers and a T-shirt.’

      
      ‘I’d like to see.’

      
      She handed me the satchel grudgingly. ‘There’s a gun, too, but it’s safe, so go ahead and check it.’

      
      It was a 9mm pistol. I dropped the clip, checked the chamber, zipped the gun into the bag, and put the bag up front beside
         me.


      
      The man said, ‘He’s a bitch.’

      
      The woman didn’t care. She wanted to get away from the border. She gentled the man back into his seat again.

      
      An admonition in the language of a commandant is often posted at airports: ‘Maintain thine airspeed, lest the earth rise up
         and smite thee.’ In straight English, something similar should be said about landscapes as well. With these two frantic people
         the border – with all its lurking menace, its incipient violence – had reached for me and laid claim to my involvement. I
         had become a local character, and it did not occur to me to refuse the flight.


      
      Nonetheless I was angry about it, worried not about contraband or a violent end at the airport in Odessa, but about the threatening
         attitude of the man in the back seat, and his apparent unpredictability. If from a distance now it seems obvious that the
         danger lay mostly in my mind, at the time the situation was less clear. Various possibilities arose – that the man could lose
         his temper and attack me in flight, that either he or she was a pilot and could take over, that partway to Odessa they might
         put a second gun to my head and force me to some remote runway where they could pull the trigger. I did not know who these people were or how their deal had gone bad, but I sensed they were dangerous to me, and without Tweeter there to protect
         me I instinctively took the offensive.


      
      After lifting off from the runway at Presidio, I leveled the airplane at fencepost height, so low that we were flying down
         inside the scenery, where the slightest distraction would drive us into the ground. It was a rough ride. For 200 miles I kept us
         there, without explanation, a short throw from oblivion. It was an act of self-defense but also, I admit, of aggression. These
         people had menaced me, and here in the air I could reciprocate. The landscape was
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