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Flying without feathers is not easy.
 
Plautus, 254-184 BC




Remember, gentlemen, you cannot fuck and fly.

Lord Trenchard, 1873-1956, First Marshal of the RAF
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AUTHORS NOTE



Although this is a true story and the characters described are real, most names have been changed to protect privacy andchieflypilots licences. All the events took place but details of chronology, in the interests of narrative continuity, have been shifted. Likewise, all dialogue was spoken, though not always at exactly the moments indicated. Anyone determined enough to work out where Barsham Green or Marston Mallet are will find circumstances at both places so altered as to be unrecognisable.
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Out of Africa


Pointing at the joystick, Miles, my instructor (known as Air Miles), said: Thats the houses lever. Push it forward and the houses get bigger; pull it back and they get smaller.

Letter to The Times, week ending 14th March 1998





Done any flying before?

A few hours in a little planea Cessna.

Heh-heh-heh. No, then.

You think this is better?

This is flying.

Whats wrong with Cessnas?

Whats wrong with Ford Sierras?

I looked round the breezy cockpit, where we were wedged tightly alongside each other, Geoff in the right-hand seat, I in the left. There was a singular lack of dials or instrumentation compared to the cockpit of any other plane I had ever seen; just four gauges, in fact. I realised that I could identify all of them: compass, altimeter, airspeed indicator and engine rev counter. Between (and slightly in front of) us was a stick.

Our seating position must have been no more than six or eight inches off the ground. We were protected from the drizzle by the wing above and an enclosing fibreglass pod; our forward view was framed through a curved, scratched, murky cowling and windshield. At our sides, where the doors would have beenhad there been doorswas nothing. Above and in front of us was a tiny engine, about the size of two shoe boxes placed on top of each other. The intercom in my helmet crackled.

Keep clear of this Geoff wagged the stick from side to side to indicate its range of travel.

And the throttle. He indicated a lever down on my left which moved in tandem with a lever his side.

and the rudders. He paddled two stirrups at my feet, which I hadnt noticed. The engine screamed, we flicked round in a sharp U-turn and were off. As we surged across the grass, with surprising momentum, I gripped the stout tube of the A-frame on my side of the cockpit. I felt disconcertingly low: so low that I could almost, had I not been pinned into my seat by the safety harness, have run my fingers through the wet tussocks. Yet strangely, though I was ready to be nervous, I wasnt. I didnt even notice when we left the ground. Suddenly the ride seemed to have become smoother, the grass was falling away and we were climbing over the hedge and a clump of scrubby trees in the corner of the field.

The view was extraordinary. The open sides and huge windscreen meant unimpeded visibility to the front and sides. As we rose towards the low cloud, the ground began to become obscured by murky grey-white wisps of water vapour. Relief that I was still not feeling sick, or paralysed by vertigo, gave me a burst of confidence.

So why is this so much better? What can she do?

Put your hand here. He placed my hand round the rubber grip on top of the stick. Now put your feet on the rudder pedals. Now, basically He pulled the stick sharply back. The seat beneath me suddenly hardened and pressed up against me. The g-force felt enormous and a charge ran through my loins as I found myself looking vertically into the murk.

Up.

We hung there for a moment, then he pushed the stick hard forward. It was like going over Nemesis at Alton Towers. Except that rather than a childish 90 dive, we went through 180. The nose pitched forward as if we were going to turn a complete somersault, until the view ahead through the windscreen was the ground directly beneath. A wood pigeon flapped languidly out of a large old oak tree. My stomach reversed up my oesophagus like a bubble in a spirit level, and I felt that not unpleasant shivering ache of going over a humpback bridge fast.

Down.

He levelled us, and I began to take stock of my condition; I had no idea that sensational feelings like thesewhich I had presumed were the prerogative of Tornado or Space Shuttle pilots alonewould be available in a toy plane like this. Geoff, however, was not finished. He brought the stick sharply over to the right, its full range of travel, until it pressed up against his thigh. The horizon spun round to vertical and my helmet crashed against his with an undignified clunk as I was thrown against him. I found myself staring across his body at the ground again. This time I studied the furrows of the ploughed field.

Right.

Now he brought the stick hard over in the opposite direction, against my right thigh. The horizon spun again as the little machine rolled crazily over the other way. There was a creak as the harness took my twelve-and-a-half stone, suspending me over the void beneath. There was nothing between me and the plough. I imagined myself dropping into it, face-first, with a muddy squelch.

And left. Got it? Your turn.

As he rolled us back to level, the little craft bucking and swivelling like a settling gyro, I wondered if I detected, through the static, a slightly defiant note in his voice. As if to say Thats what she can do, Cessna man. I also wondered, not for the first time that soggy Saturday afternoon, whether this was really an experience I needed.
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It was March 1987, and my reason for booking the trial microlight flight had nothing to do with fulfilling any boyhood dream to fly. My first word wasnt plane. If, when little, I ran round with my arms out making nneeeeeeeooooowww noises, I certainly didnt do it any more than other children. I never made paper darts or Airfix models. When people at school got those little single-cylinder model plane engines and spent endless hours flicking the plastic propeller round with their forefinger to coax them into a few seconds of ear-splitting and fuel-spitting life, I thoughtwell, I didnt think anything. I never looked up if planes went over. I was once taken to an air show, but I dont remember particularly enjoying it. I didnt cut the RAF ads out of Sunday magazines (the ones which always turned out to be for navigators). As an adult airline passenger, I always listened to the safety lectures a good deal more carefully than I pretended, noting the positions of the emergency exits (or, preferably, sitting next to onealleging that this was for leg-room reasons) and I always heaved an inner sigh of relief the second we touched down. And that, no doubt, is how my relationship with flying and planes would have remainedhad Richard not returned from Africa with his pilots licence.

After university, where we met, Richard and I had moved to London together. From a shared basement flat in Fulham that seemed to serve as a sink for all the trampled cardboard, fruit peel and McDonalds wrappers from the North End Road, Richard trained to become a bank manager while I tried to break into advertising as a copywriter. After our carefree student years, it was a penurious, confidence-sapping existence, a phase of our lives (later known as The Depression Years) that seemed grimly indefiniteuntil Richard finally broke the deadlock by accepting a years posting in Swaziland, Africa. It was when I joined him to go travelling, at the end of this period, that I discovered he had learnt to fly. Frankly, I was surprised by how much this news threw me. It made me look at him differently. Most red-blooded males want to be able to drive thingsgenerally the more complicated, powerful or impressive-looking the thing, the better. (My own daydreams tended to centre round bulldozers, fire trucks and Formula One cars.) A plane, by any standards, rated as The Ultimate Driving Machine. So when Richards job delayed him for a few days, I promptly booked some lessons with his instructor myself.

The joys of being closeted in the suffocating cockpit of a little Cessna plane, hour by arduous hour, with Lindsay bawling R-r-right R-r-r-rudder (she had a particular way of rolling her rs) repeatedly into my right ear, eluded me entirely. This feeling was compounded when, after fourteen lessons, she took me aside. In twenty-two years of instructing, she said, she had never come across a student with so little natural aptitude for flying. Here my brief career in aviation would have ended, had we not returned together to the cloud-knitted skies of Fulhamto discover the jaw-dropping effect that Richards new qualification had on women.

Here I should explain that my flatmate was not an obvious catch for womankind. Never less than thirteen stone, when he put on weightas he frequently didhe inflated rapidly and evenly, as if by foot pump. From his broad, rounded physique shirts naturally untucked themselves and trousers sagged (the material collecting in little folds over his shoes)making him resemble, my mother always said, an unmade bed. He had a loud voice, un-moderated by any kind of volume control. And his bluff, impatiently forthright manner had occasioned his employersBarclays Bankto mark his personal career file task – rather than people – orientated.

There was no single incident or moment; no gorgeous blonde Suzi or dark-eyed Tamsin on whom I had pinned my hopes, and whom I lost to Richard. It was just that when the subject of flying came upand Richard ensured, unremittingly, that it didthe attention migrated to him. Suddenly he was no longer another nondescript, pimply 25-year-old on the pull. He had moved up several links in the food chain. The impression was that here was a man with something about him; who had proved his capabilities in a grown-up activity involving epic, worldly understanding of things like navigation and weathersomething, moreover, with an exotic tinge of wealth and daring. In this impression he was helped by the timely network television premiere of Out of Africa: a film that a majority of young women seemed to regard as the ne plus ultra of romantic fantasy. For a time, the mere juxtaposition of the words flying and Africa was enough to induce a swooning, goggle-eyed state in twentysomething women, unthinkable today without MDMA-based dietary supplements. And as these women clamoured to be taken up, the inference was clear: here was a potentially workable system of sexual procurement.

Ultimately, it was this thought, as much as pure jealousy, which convinced me to give flying another try. As Richard needed to keep up his flying hours to retain his new status, he welcomed a flying companion. And while we could neither afford to fly proper planes, we had high hopes of the new craze of microlighting, whose more lurid and comical accidents were increasingly making the newspapers. Might not one of these make a more affordable sex aid? When the first machine that I enquired about turned out to be called a Thruster, fate seemed to have taken a hand. I booked a trial flight for the following Saturday.
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Aware of Geoffs sharp eyes on me, I gingerly dabbed the stick this way, then that. Not much seemed to happen. When it did it felt very imprecise: as if we were perpetually skidding or slipping. Also, without any reference points for speed and direction, it was hard to tell how fast (or slowly) we were going.

Youre climbing. Watch the nose.

The nose seemed to me to be where it had been the whole flight, but to pacify Geoff I eased the stick slightly forward.

Now, youre descending. Pull the stick back. No, not that much. Just keep her straight and level.

Does the engine ever fail?

Oh yes. I waited for further information, but none was forthcoming. In the interval I became more aware of the engine roaring and vibrating away up in front of us, and how far away the ground looked.

Often?

Not often enough.

I was beginning to get a fix on Geoff.

What happens then? As the question came out, I realised how foolish it was. Before I had a chance to rephrase it, he had cut the engine.

Like this, you mean? Lets see, shall we?

In fact he didnt stop it completely. But he reduced it to such a lazy idling tick-over that it felt as if he had. Compared to the racket of a second before, it seemed like silence.

See? She glides just fine. All you do is pick yourself a field and down you go. We were losing height rapidly. People with Cessnashe had a way of saying the word which made it sound like having licePeople with Cessnas can fly their whole life without ever having an engine failure. It sounded like an indictment against the Board and Directors of the Cessna company. Trouble is, when they do

He opened up the throttle and we began to climb again.

These days aircraft engines run forever, he went on. Makes you take them for granted. Makes you lazy. Makes you assume itll never happen. But this Here a tone of warm affection re-entered his voice. This doesnt have an aircraft engine. This has a two-stroke designed for a Snowmobile, not made to strain away at high revs all the time. Youre bound to get a failure now and again. Part of the fun. Thats what makes you a real pilot. Engine failures keep you on your toes. Never get them and you never expect them.

What about the other kind of microlight? The flexwing kind?

While waiting for our trial flight in the clubhouse, it had been explained to us that there were two different types of microlight. There was the more primitive weight-shift kind, known as flexwings, which were controlled by a rudimentary bar, and were basically hang-gliders with an engine. And there were the more sophisticated three-axis or fixed-wing machines, like the one I was in now, which had a fixed wing that made it look more or less like a normal aeroplanealbeit one that appeared in the pretty early pages of any history of flight. These fixed-wing, three-axis machines were controlled in three axes by the conventional aviation controls of a stick and rudder.

A trike? (How many names did these machines have, I wondered.) All right. If you like that kind of thing. Easy to fly. Bit boring. Most people prefer it.

You think this is better?

This needs something you dont need to fly a trike. Or a Cessna.

Whats that?

Skill.

Ah. Ha-ha-ha.

Its true. The Thruster is a tail-wheel aeroplane, like the Spitfire and the Lancaster and all the great planes. That means its much more difficult to land. Lot of people find it impossible. Dont get it just right, and shell bounce. Anyone can pancake a plane with a trike undercarriage onto the ground, but only a few can learn to land a tail-dragger. If in doubt, Id go for a trike.

We were descending again. The A303 re-appeared beneath us and there, alongside it, was the airfield. With a hiss, a film of drizzle covered the windshield. As we came in to land, I grasped the A-frame with my left hand; we appeared to be about to fly straight into the ground. As the moment of impact approached, I braced myself, but the bump never came. By the time I realised we had landed, we were bowling along the grass towards the clubhouse where Richard was waiting for his turn.

As I sat in the clubhouse, sipping a cup of coffee, my cheeks were burning. I could only have been up for fifteen minutes, but my hangover had disappeared. There had been more flying sensations in fifteen minutes with him than in all my lessons in a Cessna in Africa. I looked around the room. There were several tables. At one, two men pored over an air chart surrounded by books, rulers, protractors and marker pens, periodically pushing buttons on a calculator and filling in boxes on a printed form. At others, people drank cups of tea or coffee, chatted or read magazines. Under a glass counter were text books, manuals, cassettes, log books, woven cap badges, rulers and objects which looked like circular slide rules for sale. Notices on pinboards covered every wall. Think Noise Abatement, said one. Think Hedgerow, not Heathrow, said another. Beware Spinnning Propellers (here a Ralph Steadman drawing of someone having their head sawn off by a propeller). There were abstruse-looking meteorological charts, weather reports and maps of the local area with shadings and markings all over them, and similar-looking charts for the whole of the south of England. There were line-drawn maps on architects paper with shading all over them marked Airspace Classifications and identical maps with different shading marked Areas of Intense Aerial Activity. There were pictures of microlights with headlines saying The Safest Way to Make the Earth Move. And, more exotically, a poster: Imported by Plane? Drugs Kill and Coast Watch: Have You Seen Anything Suspicious? There was an advertisement board with photographs of planes for sale, and other notices: Alenon Trip, le Touquet Trip, Sherborne Farm Fly-in and BBQ.

On one side, a man sat behind a counter next to a radio set. Periodically this burst into life with a blast of static and a stream of incomprehensible pilot-speak: Sierra zulu downwind zero eight. Mainly this was ignored, but sometimes the man would pick up the mouthpiece, press a button, and say crisply something like: Sierra zulu wind one two zero fifteen repeat one two zero fifteen QFE one zero one two report finals. I faintly wished that I understood what he meant.

I finished my coffee and wandered up the field, booting clouds of moisture from the sodden clumps of grass. I wondered how difficult difficult to land could be. (If we ever got a microlight, I had already decided that there was no way it was going to be a flexwing.) I wondered how Richard was getting ongiven his fractious, hung-over condition of earlier in the dayin particular how he had received the information that flying a Cessna was like driving a Sierra. I could rely on the fact that he would have told Geoff he had his pilots licence.
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Did you find that man as irritating as I did? said Richard cheerfully as we made our way back to the car. He still had flattened hair, red ears and white pressure marks from the crash helmet; his face was pink, his eyes were bright and his nose was running. As we headed into London, the weather began to cleara routine development, I would learn, at the end of a flying day.

Yes, not bad, not bad. Very different to a Cessna, of course. But not bad at all, said Richard. Whats it called again?

A Thruster.

Yes, at least its like a proper aircraft. Stick and rudder. Did you see those other things? They looked like kites.

What about the landing? How difficult do you think that can be?

Landing? said Richard. Why should there be any problem with landing? Look at the people who do it. Richards spirits were completely restored and I noticed that I was in a better mood than I had been in for months.

It did not strike us until much later that Geoff was an excellent salesman.
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Normal for Norwich


95% of the people who own light planes today cant afford to own them.

A Gift of Wings, Richard Bach





A new Thruster cost 12,000. A private pilots licence to fly it required a minimum of twenty-five hours flying time (though we had been warned to allow a great deal more on account of the British weather) of which a large proportion might be dual or with an instructor, charged at around 75 per hour. My bank balance stood at 542.62 overdrawn.

Microlighting, it transpired, fell into that select category of sportsalongside base-jumping, wing-walking, sky-diving, motorcycle racing, hang-gliding, free-climbing, sky-boardingwhere insurance companies were not tempted by your business, even at a 99 per cent premium. If you had life policies, health insurance or endowment mortgages, all were invalid the moment you set foot in a microlight, or at least until you emerged unscathed. A consequence of this was that, because microlights could not be insured, they could not be hired. You could not, therefore, have a few lessons, acquire a licence, then rent a machine when you felt like flying (as with a Cessna). If you wished to maintain a licence, there was no alternative but to buy a machine. There was the option of buying second-hand, but as Richard said, with an activity of this kind it seemed to make sense to buy new. Thereafter, from the moment it arrived, it was racking up expense in running, maintenance and monthly hangarage charges at whichever airfield we ended up keeping it.

Richardthe bank managerdid the sums. Although we differed in the extent of instruction we required (Richard, having a PPL, only had to apply to the Civil Aviation Authority to adapt his licence), the dismal conclusion was the same. We needed6,000 each now, plus, for me, another 2,000 for instruction and other expenses, spread over however long it took.

Despite what I might intimate to people unfamiliar with the advertising industry, I was still a junior copywriter. I worked for a tiny advertising boutiqueone of the rash of 1980s start-upslocated above a Chinese restaurant in Chinatown. Richard earned slightly more but was only in the black himself because it was a condition of his employment. We were in no position to buy an aircraft. Saying you havent got the money, is not a reason, said Richard. Its an excuse. It comes as no surprise to hear youre trying to back out.

Richard examined my bank statements and declared that, if I followed his instructions, I should be able to raise a 4,000 loan. He could raise about the same. It was not enough.

We asked one or two friends if they would care to come in on our project, but they had read about microlights in the same newspaper reports that I had and, with gracious thanks, the offer was declined. For a time it looked as if the whole scheme would have to be shelved but then it occurred to me that there must be some central organising body for microlighters, and it must have a newsletter. Why not place an ad there? I rang the BMAAthe British Microlight Aircraft Associationand they told me that their quarterly newsletter, Flightline, could indeed carry an ad if I joined (12 per year adult member, 18 family), but they were going to press next day. I dictated: Thruster Syndicate. Third or quarter share to buy new plane. 01-381-8533.

A week or two later, the magazine arrived. It was an engagingly homespun publication full of pictures of offbeat flying machines and advertisements for engines and propellers. I could understand hardly a word. I flicked through to the small ads. On the last page, in the Miscellaneous section, amid advertisements for windsocks (8 ft dayglo orange ripstop nylon, ideal for field and private airstrip use), microlight holidays in the Lake District (100 hours minimum flying experience), Mercury flying suits (smart gear at a smart price), Skymaster recovery parachute (full instructions included), there it was.

There were no responses.
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Towards the end of April, letting myself into the flat, I just caught the phone. Hullo. Hullo. The names Watson. Lester Watson. It was an educated male voice, my parents age, disengaged but authoritative. Assuming it was a wrong number, I did not pay much attention. Im calling about the advertisement. Yers. He had a most characteristic way of speaking, as if he were talking mainly to himself. Yers, we were wondering about a Thruster, too. Have you got one yet? How do you find it? He spoke in distinct phrases, like a toy operated by pulling the string. By the time I had realised what he was talking about and mumbled that, as it happened, we had not yet done anything about it, he had moved on. Come and stay and we can discuss it. We live in Norfolk. Theres an instructor nearby. We can talk to him. Dan, my son, is also interested. Salsingham is the address; Salsingham Hall. Well see you Friday evening then. I was too confused to think of a reason why I could not manage the weekend, and by the time I had thought of something, I found I was speaking to a dialling tone.

So on Friday evening, Richard and I found ourselves back in Richards bottle-green company Rover, in a traffic jam in the Forest Road in north-east London. To my surprise, Richard had been enthusiastic about the trip when I told him about Mr Watson. The truth was that as the novelty of returning from Africa had begun to wane and, as neither of us had girlfriends, any potential new distraction was welcome.

After forty minutes, during which we moved no more than a hundred yards, he swung suddenly into a side street, accelerated down it, turned left at the end, accelerated down the next street, decisively turned left at the end of that, accelerated again, until he was forced to brake sharply at a row of concrete bollards which separated us from the road we required. Well? he said. Which way?

The only navigational aid was an ancient black-and-white paperback London A-Z. The corners were so turned back on each other and overlapping the pages either side that it was a job to open it. When I did, the pages covering Central London, fell outnot that this mattered, as we were far outside this zone, adrift in a no-mans labyrinth of minute print and unrecognisable roads. I had found where we were, cross-referenced it with where we needed to go, and was about to give him instructions when Richard set off again. Moments later we were at another dead end. Urgh, he sighed, clicking his tongue. I forgot you cant read maps.

Richard and I were used to each others company despite being friends by accident. In the early 1980s we had occupied rooms across a corridor in a faceless brick and concrete block of student accommodation, allowing us to observe minutelyand listen toeach others habits and lifestyles sufficiently to nurse a mutual but confident dislike for each other. He read maths and The Daily Telegraph, played rugby and liked student politics; he was someone I knew could not be my friend. Our natural instinct was to disagree on all things. However, as I had a refrigerator and he had a toasted sandwich-maker; and he had a car, and I had a girlfriend he fancied greatly, we ended up seeing more of each other than we would have chosen. She moved on. We were left as friends.

I had never been to Norfolk. All I knew was that it was flat, intensively farmed, on the way to nowhere and that doctors marked the medical records of patients who had survived accidents but been left slightly subnormal NFNNormal for Norwich. It was also, at the end of the 1980s, the county that transport policy forgot. It was getting dark as the All carried us through the Thetford Forest to wide, open fields with huge metal irrigation booms. And it was after 11pm by the time we turned in through a pair of brick lodge gates and up a long drive to what was evidently a vast country house. All was in darkness except for a single downstairs window. When we switched the engine off, the sound of organ music wafted out into the cool spring night air.

We pushed on the bell of the grand main portico. There was no sound from within to indicate that it was working. After a few moments of alternate ringing and knocking, we tried the door. It had appeared to be locked, but when Richard gave it a harder shove it opened, and we found ourselves standing in a huge entrance hall, enveloped by resounding organ music. There was a yellow glow from behind an organ case at the top of the big double staircase. Hello? I called. Hello! The organ music continued.

Hello! HELLO! shouted Richard.

The music stopped. A male voice echoed back.

Hello? Is someone there? It was the voice on the phone.

Hello! we shouted back.

A short, wiry figure came down the stairs. He looked at us a little doubtfully, as if unsure what we wanted.

Then he spotted our cases. His face cleared.

Just off? He extended a cordial hand. Excellent. Very nice to see you again. Youve signed the book? Good, good. He gently ushered us back out through the door. Do come again. Bye. The door shut with a click.

There didnt seem any alternative but to go back in. The room was now in darkness, but we were in time to see our man disappear down an unlit passage which led into a square, high-ceilinged kitchen. When we got there he had disappeared. Or rather, he had metamorphosed into a tall, good-looking and rather formidable woman, standing by an ancient Aga. She had a pen on a string round her neck which, as she looked up, she clicked menacingly.

Who are you? she said sharply. I smiled, apologised if we were late, and explained that we had come about the microlight. First Ive heard of it. At that moment her husband re-emerged by another door. Lester, some people are here. Something to do with lights or lighting or something. Is this something youve arranged? She looked mildly irritated.

Lights?

I attempted to explain again. Lester showed polite interest but no recognition. Are you friends of Dan? he suggested helpfully. This seemed to crystallise something in the woman.

What sort of time do you call this? We might easily have gone to bed. If you want to stay in this house in future, perhaps youd care to make your arrangements with the manager, not the lift boy. Mr Watson had left the room again. I was beginning to feel slightly seasick, and almost wondered if I had imagined my telephone conversation with him. But Mrs Watson had moved on. I suppose you want feeding. Do you think these raspberries are defrosted?

There were no further enquiries about the microlight. In fact no one seemed to mind in the least why we were there. I made one more attempt on Mr Watson when he wandered into the library where I had been sent with instructions to get a drink. A Thruster? Yes, from what I can gather theyre very good machines. Very good. Weve been thinking about getting one ourselves, he said. Theres an instructor near here. We could go over tomorrow, if you liked.

Later Mrs Watson led us up a bare wooden back staircase to the third floor and along a wide passageway. It was lined with bookcases, old magazines, stacked mattresses, ancient convector heaters, old telephones, broken toys and three-legged stools with birdcages perched on top of them. The linoleum had worn through in patches, revealing undulating floorboards beneath which squawked and groaned as we crossed them. Opening doors more or less at random, she settled on a room containing two beds and a mountain of furniture stacked under dust sheets. There was a musty smell, which turned into a heavy scent of musk and vanilla near the window. As she pulled the curtains on their noisy metal runners I glimpsed a branch of wisteria, laden with flowers, which had grown through the open top sash of one of the windows. The branch was at least three inches thick.

I dont think anyones slept in here recently, she said. Her tone implied that this was to our advantage. Tugging on the frayed, plaited cord of an ancient electric fire, she retrieved a brown Bakelite round-pinned plug, which she plugged in and flicked the toggle. Sparks fizzed from the middle section, where one of the ceramic bars had at some stage been knocked, though the wire remained intact. Make sure you switch it off, she said sternly. The last person left it on for three months.

As she removed the bed covers, the bars set up a whining, moaning resonance and the tarnished reflection plate began to tick as it heated up. In the bathroom across the corridor she twisted the newest (and only chrome-coloured) tap of some four different sets of plumbing which converged upon the bathtub, crossing and weaving round each other as they led off via a maze of pipes. It emitted a groan of air. Youll have to wait until the morning for hot water, she said, adding, with a momentary return to her earlier asperity, if wed known you were coming, we could have switched it on. With that she said good night.
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We had finished breakfast before Dan Watson appeared in the kitchen. Lean and high-cheekboned, radiating unhurried calm, he swept his brown hair away from his eyes but didnt remove his sunglasses as he held out a friendly hand. He had been at a party, he explained, until five. His movements were apparently choreographed always to finish in an elegant position. He sniffed the coffee in the cafetire doubtfully, inspected the sausages and bacon that Mrs Watson had told us in a note were in a roasting tin in the oven, then set about assembling his own breakfast. He ignored most of the fare on offer, set a battered espresso machine to brew on the Aga, scrambled some eggs and added some chopped parsley. He set some butter to melt in a pan, added a big field mushroom which he said he had found the day before. Only when he had assembled everything to his liking, ground salt and pepper coarsely over it, and his coffee was ready, did he start to eat.

Mr Watson we had already seen. He seemed to know all about us now. He had pottered in and out of the kitchen several times, carrying files, or music, or pairs of pliers. Despite being dressed in a grubby fawn nylon jerkin, which made him look like a cross between a grip, a conjuror and a big game hunter, there was something curiously intimidating about him. Do you play the piano? his disconcerting opening remark had been. What, neither of you? Tst. Followed by a muttered, No-one seems able to do anything nowadays. He was plainly a man of parts. The downstairs loo was festooned with a mass of framed photographs and faded newspaper cuttings of a younger Mr Watsonat Cambridge; in Africa; winning a by-election; as an MP at Westminster.

Nor, it turned out, was Mr Watson a novice when it came to flying. He had flown in Africa, where he had set up an engineering business after the war. His first plane, he told us, he bought for 400 and flew between Khartoum and Nairobi until it succumbed. It was made of wood, you see. Returning to Britain at the end of the Fifties, someone told him about Salsingham Hallthe seat of an Earl complete with wings, lake and landscaped parkthat was under threat of demolition. In a servantless post-war Britain of supertax, punishing death duties and agricultural prices which had fallen through the floor, there seemed no future for such white elephants, he explained; aristocratic families, in panic and desperation, were giving away their homes to anyone who would take them. Lester Watson flew up to look at it from the air, fell in love, and bought it for a songthen married Rhona and for their honeymoon took her on an air rally round Sicily.

Tell them about the Med, Dad, said Dan.

I was flying the Auster back to sell it, he said. Id paid 700 and I knew I could sell it here for more than 2,000. We set out from Marsa Matrh in Egypt, heading for Crete. Well, we were given the wrong wind forecast. We were told it was ten knots from the west when in fact it was from the east. After two hours, there was no sign of land anywhere. Not surprising. We were sixty miles west of Creteand we were running low on fuel. There were no direction finder beacons in those days. We had no radio. So we decided to fly on until we found a ship or a fishing vessel which could rescue us. Well, there wasnt a ship anywhere. We had just minutes of fuel left when we saw a German tanker. I told Ron, who was with me, to write a note, telling them we were going to ditch and to rescue us. He put it in his shoe, then I flew low over the bridge and we dropped the shoe onto the deck. It was a German crew, but luckily one of them understood English. Then we ditched. Fortunately, just the week before, my brother-in-law, whos in the Fleet Air Arm, had told me about ditching. He said the crucial thing is to land crosswind, so the waves dont tip you up. Approach into windhe motioned with his hand, a chopping movementthen at the last minutehe turned his hand through 90kick her round crosswind so you land with the swell. Stall her just above the waters surface and drop her in. So thats what I did. It was the most brilliant landing. Brilliant.

We were agog.

He showed us his battered log book, dug out for the microlight instructor. The covers were frayed and sun-baked and the binding loose and worn. The pages recorded hundreds of journeys:V. Falls to Bulawayo; Mbeya to Kasama; Nairobi to Mombasa; Panshangar to Lympne (REMARKS: Honeymoon trip);Lympne to Nice (en route for Giro di Sicilia International Air Race); page after page, denoting thousands of hours of flying, with numerous names under AIRCRAFT TYPE: Tiger Moth, Auster, Tripacer, Gemini, Proctor, Rallye. The last entry was in 1964.

I havent flown for a bit, but, you know, it never leaves you once youve learnt. This Sean seems a good fellow. I hope hell let me update my licence without too much fuss.

Did you have any other narrow escapes? I asked.

Well, once on the way from Jub to Malak

Wheres Jub?

You dont know where Jub is? He looked astonished. Southern Sudan. Wed left Jub, headed for Khartoum, and the cloud got lower and lower. Eventually it was down to 200 feet above the ground. We were going at about 140 mph. Anyway, we eventually hit the Nile, so we knew then that if we followed it at least wed eventually come to Malakal. We just had to hope the cloud didnt get any lower. We did 180 miles at 150 feet. Dont know what people on the ground thought. Mr Watson looked quite pleased to have such an enthusiastic audience. Then there was the time we were flying down to Skojpe from St Etienne. Well, you know what Skojpe is like: we were surrounded by the military with guns

There seemed to be hardly a part of Africa, the Mediterranean or Northern Europe he had not visited. He told us about stalling an engine on landing at Croydon, a near-miss with a DC6 at Forneby in Oslo. Coming out of Jakawalpa we got engine icing at 500 feet. Imagine that. We were literally off the end of the runway when the engine started spluttering.

Did you ever make a safe flight? said Richard.

Dad, we should be going, said Dan, looking at his watch. He wore it with the face on the front of his wrist rather than the back.
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Sean, the instructor, was based at RAF Barsham Green, ten miles away. The journey took longer than expected. The narrow, frequently fenceless lanes serpentined lazily through the Norfolk fields, and Mr Watson, who was driving, seemed in no hurry. He and Dan became progressively less certain about the way and, once again, locating the entrance of a rural airfield added considerably to the time we had allowed for the journey.

The approaches were misleadingly shipshape. At the main gate we were told to pull over, alongside the scale model Spitfire on its concrete pedestal by the entrance, while the car was searched. It was my first experience of a military airfield, and the guard house, security cameras, razor wire, safety barricades and mirrors on broom-handles for examining underneath the car all seemed very official and impressive until I later learned that, fifty yards up the road, the fence petered out into brambles and the place was open to ramblers. There was an elaborate signing-in procedure including lengthy questions from the duty officer before we were issued with a windscreen sticker and allowed to proceed.

The Norwich and East of England Aero Club, despite its grandiose name, seemed to have facilities remarkably similar to those at Popham: two Portakabins in a state of semi-collapse, propped on breeze blocks.1 Sean, the instructor we had come to see, was a year or two older than Richard and me. He had sandy hair, freckles and a bounce in his step. His room in the Portakabin complex was meticulously organised: papers neatly squared and piled in order of size, lined up in rows, pens laid across the top at right angles. Yes, hello, yes, come in. I see, quite a few of you. Lester, Richard, Dan and Antony. And youre interested in a Thrasher? No problem. (Sean, I would learn, always referred to a Thruster as a Thrasher.) Yes, its a good little plane, the Thrasher. Youll have some fun with that.

There was a pause. Oddly, having got there, there didnt seem to be much to say.

Whats the insurance position? said Richard.

How do you mean? said Sean.

Well, if something goes wrong, or there is an accident, are you properly insured? Or is the manufacturer of the machine liable?

Are you sure you should be doing this? said Sean.

Is there any kind of brochure we can look at? I asked Sean.

No. No brochures. Dont worry, Ill tell you what you need.

There was a pause. No one seemed to know what to say.

Right, said Richard, getting out his cheque book, and reaching for a biro. Lets get on then.

Richard was like that. He just decided things. The Watsons seemed happy. Sean produced a photocopied order form and we each wrote out a cheque for 3,000. It was the largest cheque I had ever written.

I felt taken unaware. I had not bargained on any cheque-writing until much further down the line. I was used to a great deal more procrastination before committing myself to things. I felt I lacked the mental preparationnot to mention the fundsto be doing it so soon. Richard told me afterwards that people like me always lacked the mental preparation for doing anything.

No sooner had my cheque for 3,000 been filed away than Sean said

Right. Helmets and headsets. I recommend the standard SXP helmet with a Narcan 5000 intercom. Its a bit more expensive, but they are better.

There was silence, except for the scratching of Biros while we each wrote another cheque, this time for 120 each. These were filed away in a separate neat pile.

Do you want a radio?

A radio? said Dan thoughtfully. How much is that?

A basic transceiver starts at about 400. I can get you a discount. We all looked at each other.

Maybe leave the radio til later, said Sean. But youd better order your ozee suits, if theyre to be here by the time the plane arrives. I can probably get a deal if you all order together. An ozee suit turned out to be a blue Thinsulate-lined zip-up flying overall.

Do we really need an ozee suit? I asked. Cant we just wrap up well?

Oh you must have an ozee suit.

The cheque was for 80.

Youll need to arrange third party insurance, as were flying from Ministry of Defence land, Sean said, handing out four more photocopied forms. Ill leave you to do that yourselves. The form contained a number of boxes. Alongside the lowest box, containing the highest premium (80), was a rough cross in blue biro. Of course its up to you whether you decide to insure the hull or not. That can get expensive. Right. Now for the loose ends.

The loose ends consisted of another 72-worth of equipment: two flying chartsa 1:250,000 scale map of East Anglia and a 1:500,000 scale map of the south of England; a perspex ruler graduated in nautical miles in both these scales; a frightening, but impressive-looking gadget like a circular slide rule called a flight course and distance calculator; a log book (which seemed premature, as we did not yet have an aircraft); a blue plastic ring binder entitled CAP 85: A Guide to Aviation Law, Flight Rules and Procedures for Applicants for the Private Pilots Licence; and, finally, a slim paperback entitled The Microlight Pilots Handbook. This was slimmer andjudging by the ratio of pictures of clouds to diagrams with arrowsconsiderably simpler than the thick, densely-written text books to which I had been introduced in Africa. The pages started falling out the moment I broke the spine, which somehow seemed to reflect microlightings marginalised role in the world of aviation. As the objects mounted, it felt a bit like the first day at school. Except, at 72, rather more expensive.

Youll need to buy a couple of jerry cans each and paint your names on the side. Now, hangarage. Ill give you a deal for the first six months if youre happy for me to take people up for trial flights. Shall we say 50 a month? Oh, and finally, youll have to join the flying club, of course.

How much is that?

15. But make the cheque out to the flying club, not to me.

Enough was enough.

Its all right, I said. I wont join for the moment.

You have to. Or no flying. It costs the same whether you join now or later.

Resignedly I reached for my cheque book again. The pain was softened, however, when a few minutes later I was handed a blue credit-card-sized membership card. I slipped it into my wallet. Pleasingly visible for all to read alongside the club name and its winged crest were the words FULL FLYING MEMBER.

[image:  ]

In the car on the way back to London on Sunday afternoon, I examined my jeans and shoes. The new 501s were almost black from a combination of mud, oil and green tree mould. My Chelsea boots were so caked that it was impossible to tell that they had once been suede. Both were ruined.

Mr Watson had arrived in our room at eight, as we slept off mild hangovers from staying up talking to Dan, his sister Seph, who had arrived that day and a couple of friends of his who had come for dinner. Hullo, hullo. Are you up? Dyou mind? Theres a fallen tree we need to shift. Shouldnt take long but needs a couple of pairs of hands. Wonder if youd like to help? And if you see Dan, tell him. Cant think where hes got tohe knew I wanted help. Shall we meet downstairs in fifteen minutes? And so, after a hasty piece of toast, we found ourselves, on a cool May morning, in charge of a chain-saw, bill hook, and tractor and trailer. At 10.30 am Lester had left to play the organ in the local church.

We left promptly after lunch. Over the not-quite-defrosted summer pudding, Mr Watson had mentioned some mattresses and a piano that needed shifting. There had been no further talk about arrangements for sharing the Thruster when it arrived: how we would avoid clashing, who would fly it when, how we would pay for it if it got damaged. Mr Watson had issued an open invitation and given us the run of a
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