

[image: ]




[image: ]




Copyright © 1998 by Debbie Seaman

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Ten Speed Press, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.
www.crownpublishing.com
www.tenspeed.com

Ten Speed Press and the Ten Speed Press colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Art credits: 7.1, 8.1, 10.1, 10.2, 10.3, 10.4, 10.5, 10.6, and 13.1: courtesy of the Boeing Company. 10.7: diagram courtesy of Boeing; additional information courtesy of Qantas. 12.1: courtesy of the Australian Bureau of Meteorology. 13.2: courtesy of the National Weather Service. 16.1 and 16.2: courtesy of the Federal Aviation Administration. ata.1: Warren Lancaster.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Seaman, Debbie.
   The fearless fliers handbook : learning to beat the fear of flying with experts from the Qantas Clinic / Debbie Seaman.
   p.   cm.
  1. Fear of flying—Handbooks, manuals, etc. 2. Air travel—Psychological aspects—Handbooks, manuals, etc.
RC1090.S37   1998
616.85’225—DC21

98-27263

ISBN-13: 978-1-58008-029-3 (alk. paper)
eBook ISBN: 978-0-307-81535-4

Illustrations by Robert Fischer

v3.1
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ARE YOU A FEARFUL FLIER?

Give an honest “Yes” or “No” answer to the following questions:

Do you insist on or have you ever insisted on making a long trip in the car to avoid getting on a plane?

Do you get superstitious about your plane reservations, and are you unwilling to change them once they are booked?

Do you start experiencing feelings of dread about flying, even days before you are due at the airport?

Do you get separation anxiety before you leave on a flight, fearful that you’re not going to see family and friends again?

Have you ever canceled a reservation or not shown up at the airport because you were afraid to take a flight?

Do you become afraid even when you drop off family members or friends at the airport?

Do you worry about the competence of your pilot or the jet maintenance staff?

Does the safety briefing by the flight attendants or in a film get you imagining worst-case scenarios?

Do you have a strong urge to get off the plane once the doors are closed, because you think your flight is doomed?

Have you ever had a panic attack at any stage of a flight, i.e., broken out in a sweat, had heart palpitations, experienced numbness in your fingers and hands, had the shakes, or had difficulty breathing?

Do you ever make sure you have plenty of alcohol under your belt before and during a flight just to ease your fears? Or take tranquilizers before getting on a plane?

Do you think your plane is too big to get off the ground? Do you become nervous during take-off, afraid that the plane is simply going to drop out of the sky?

Are you upset by noises the plane makes or changes in engine velocity?

Are you afraid to look out a plane window?

Do you stiffen in fright every time the plane hits a patch of turbulence, worried that it’s going to be knocked out of the sky?

Do you find yourself having negative fantasies about what’s going to happen to the plane and how you are going to feel as it’s going down?

In bad weather or fog, do you worry that the pilot will get lost or crash into another plane?

Are you nervous as the plane is flying over water?

When the plane starts its descent, do you start worrying that it will crash-land or miss the runway?

During a flight, do you ever swear to yourself that you’ll never get on another plane in your life, if you can only get to your destination safely?

If you answered “Yes” to three or more of these questions, you need to read this book!
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FRIGHTENED OF FLYING? YOU’RE NOT ALONE
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When you have this kind of fear of something, it’s very isolating.

—Karen Tomlinson
Fearless Flyers class of November 1993



If you, like me, have suffered from fear of flying, you’re in good company. Fear of flying affects as many as one in five people to some degree. For some, the fear is so paralyzing that they have never boarded a plane. Flying has always been a necessary evil for others: They’ll do it because they have to, but it’s a torturous trip. Many others, like myself, never used to be bothered by flying and considered it part of the excitement of travel before a frightening incident eroded their confidence in air travel and gave birth to a debilitating phobia.

So we avoid flying and miss out on promotions and business opportunities as well as a lot of fun visiting new places.

Or we fly—dreading it, then “white-knuckling” it—and get off the plane at our destinations feeling as though we’ve taken years off our lives.

Or we wake up and get help.

An American freelance journalist married to an Australian and living in Sydney, I was fortunate enough to get that help from Fearless Flyers, an eight-session course run by members of the Australian Women Pilots Association at the Sydney airport—using the facilities of Qantas as well as volunteer speakers from the airline—which can be considered a model program for people everywhere who suffer from fear of flying. When it was founded in Australia in 1979, Fearless Flyers adopted the same format and methods used by the renowned Fear of Flying Clinic in San Mateo, California. The Australian clinic then joined forces with Qantas. Since the airline was started in 1920 to fly passengers to remote areas of Australia, Qantas has had one of the best safety records of any airline worldwide, a status it works hard to maintain.

I enjoyed and profited from the Australian Fearless Flyers course so much that I wanted to pass on the reassuring, healing knowledge and wisdom of the volunteers who teach it. Having failed to get any comfort from the other books on conquering fear of flying, in which it was the authors who explained why flying was safe—I bought several of these before writing this book and tried them out as maintenance tools during flights—I wanted to write a book for fearful fliers who, like me, preferred to get their information straight from the horse’s mouth, as it were. I wanted to hear it from the pilots, the mechanics, the air traffic controllers, the flight attendants, and other aviation experts.

You’ll be hearing from a variety of voices in this book—experts from all the different realms of aviation.


• Qantas captain Lyn Williams answers some of the questions most frequently asked by fearful fliers, such as, “What happens if all four engines on a 747 fail?”

• Ken Dunkley, Qantas manager of mechanical systems engineering, will tell you not only how a plane stays in the air but also how fastidiously jets are maintained—with a detailed record kept of the maintenance history of each jet part.

• Paul Blanch, Qantas manager of flight engineer training, who takes Fearless Flyers groups for “spins” at the controls of an ultra-realistic flight simulator, explains why the different noises a plane makes should be reassuring instead of unnerving.

• Ken Anderson, Qantas senior check flight engineer, sits with me in the cockpit of a Boeing 747 flight simulator during a flight crew’s recurrent training session and explains the often grueling exercises they are put through to practice handling malfunctions and tricky situations.

• Retired Qantas senior flight attendant Marie Williams tells about the stringent training of attendants and how they are tested regularly on safety measures to keep them on their toes.

• Outside Qantas, Steve Symonds of the Australian Bureau of Meteorology explains why we need never fear turbulence and other weather events as long as we have our seat belts fastened.

• Psychologist Dr. Bryan Burke talks about the types of people who suffer from fear of flying and describes ways in which fearful fliers can take back control of their feelings.

• Alan Dukes, an air traffic controller at the Sydney airport, makes it clear that the control tower we see is only the tip of the iceberg as far as air traffic control is concerned and that, from the time a plane leaves its gate to the moment it arrives at the destination gate, somebody is watching to make sure it doesn’t get close to another plane.

• Ron Morgan, director of air traffic control for the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) in the United States, tells why it is as safe to fly into the New York area, where there are several airports and lots more air traffic, as it is to fly into less congested Sydney.



The Fearless Flier’s Handbook is based on interviews with these experts and several graduates of the course, a couple of whom have gone on to take flying lessons. Even if you don’t think you’ll ever fly a plane, you will recognize yourself in parts of their stories and realize that you, too, can learn to fly comfortably.

If fear of flying is wreaking havoc with your quality of life and you have taken the vital first step of admitting that you can’t manage it by yourself, this handbook will become a course in itself and help you recover. The information herein pertains not to one airline or one country but to aviation worldwide.

The Fearless Flier’s Handbook is also meant for people like me, who have graduated from a course but may need a “refresher” because they have had a lengthy gap between trips.

The day after I took my Fearless Flyers graduation flight on a Boeing 747 from Sydney to Melbourne and back (one hour each way), I boarded a sixteen-seater twin-engine jet and traveled with no problems from Sydney to Broken Hill, a historic mining town in the Australian Outback where I was to do a feature for an American travel magazine. I even asked to sit in on the landing and felt a rush of excitement as the plane seemed to hang suspended above the runway before swooping down to land. Four months later, I made a round-the-world trip in three weeks, with barely a heightened pulse. The purpose of these flights was either for work, to pursue the traveling I so loved, or to visit my family in New York, and the difference in my emotional state, compared to how I once had been, was dramatic. I could finally fly calmly rather than in terror.

Then, even though I had been told that I needed to keep flying regularly to maintain my recovery, I went seven months without flying. I experienced a bout of nerves during my next air trip between Sydney and the States to take my twin boys to see my family. Especially unnerving was the climb out of Los Angeles to Sydney, more gradual than I had ever experienced. Even though I should have known that the low altitude at which the plane was climbing was probably directed by air traffic control, I was seized with panic, thinking that the 747 just could not climb and would belly-flop in the Pacific. Rather than play back the information I had learned in the course or do some deep breathing, I allowed my own “horror movies” to take over.

The TWA Flight 800 disaster only a couple of months later, on July 17, 1996—when a 747 exploded in a fireball just after taking off from New York’s JFK Airport, killing all 230 people aboard—threatened to negate any progress I’d made. I was back in Sydney at the time and was haunted by the accident and subsequent media reports, sure that I could never get on a plane again.

A few months after TWA Flight 800, after I’d nervously made plane reservations to fly back to New York with my husband and children for Christmas, I picked up the phone and called Glenda Philpott, Fearless Flyers’s leader. She generously offered to let me come back and sit in on a class then in progress. After hearing a Q&A session with a Qantas senior captain, I skipped out of that classroom and happily would have hopped on the Wright brothers’ first plane, had anyone suggested it.

That was when I decided to write The Fearless Flier’s Handbook. I knew that I could bring this marvelous course and its teachers to other fearful fliers who could not or would not attend a course. Also, having just acknowledged that my problem might need regular, ongoing treatment to keep it in remission, I realized that, for me and others like me, the book would be a tool at our fingertips to remind us that it was okay to fly.

So read this book before and during your next flight. It should give you a new sense of security on an airplane, as well as a new respect for the aviation industry. I don’t want to gloss over the fact that incidents and accidents do happen—no system is perfect, after all—but they are rare, and people in aviation around the world are working to ensure that flying gets even safer. So instead of being alarmed, for example, when a manufacturer recalls a certain model of jet to make adjustments, you should instead feel heartened that potential problems have been averted.

Above all, this book will help you focus on the positive. In fact, a positive attitude is essential to your recovery from fear of flying. You must be willing, first, to work to change your self-sabotaging habits and thoughts and replace them with new, constructive ones, and second, to get help with this.

That kind of motivation is usually brought about when one’s old ways become too self-destructive and painful, even tormenting. I’ll describe in the next chapter the anguish that drove me to seek help.


MY STORY: STRUGGLING IN THE GRIP OF TERROR

[image: ]

 


I become frightened by strange noises in the cabin and even subtle changes in the whirr of the engines. When something sounds different, I go on high alert. My stomach tightens, and my pulse speeds up. I immediately look around the cabin to see if other passengers are concerned, and I focus on the flight attendants to judge their reactions. Invariably everyone else is oblivious to the sounds that concern me, and I wonder if I’m the only one that knows.

—Brian Kinahan, fearful flier Chapel Hill, North Carolina



Our flight was halfway between New York and Washington, D.C., when we felt the plane drop out of the sky. The aircraft lost altitude so suddenly and dramatically that the passengers gave a collective gasp. Gripped with gut-wrenching terror, my knuckles white and my face contorted in horror, I was convinced not only that I was about to die violently but that, for several more minutes, I would continue to be exquisitely conscious of this inevitability until our plane plummeted to the earth in a ball of fire.

Of course, the plane leveled off quickly. The pilot, in the same cozy drawl he’d used to give us the weather report, came on the PA system to inform us that he’d had to avoid a small aircraft. Some smaller private airplanes are not required to be under air traffic control surveillance; obviously this one wasn’t able to steer clear of other aircraft adequately on its own.

This incident, which took place in mid-1984, has likely been forgotten by most of the other people on that plane. For me, however, it was the moment when flying began to inspire dread instead of excitement. With each consecutive flight—and I’ve always been a frequent traveler—the fear seemed to feed upon itself until, a couple of years later, it had blossomed into a bona fide phobia.

When I boarded an aircraft, all I had to do was look at the nose of the plane, imagining it thousands of feet above the earth, and I felt the first ripple of panic. The takeoffs were the worst. As the jet gathered speed and lumbered heavily skyward, I was sure that the plane would simply lose momentum and crash. During those moments, I felt that my getting on the plane was a mistake I’d never be able to right because we wouldn’t make it to our cruising altitude, let alone our destination, alive. Although I’d been told a hundred times that I was safer in the air than on the road, I was sure that I would lose this particular lottery. How many times, after all, had I read about jet crashes with horror and fascination and imagined the plight of the passengers during those last seconds? Even as the plane taxied down the runway and everything seemed safe, I’d remind myself that every doomed flight had begun just as innocuously. And when the talking head in the safety film cheerfully said, “In the event of a water landing”—what a euphemism, I thought!—I’d imagine the jet crashing and sinking in distant shark-infested waters.

As the plane ascended, I’d go into a downward spiral. I would break out in a sweat, my chest would tighten, and even planting my feet firmly on the floor would fail to ground me. I felt emotionally flayed. I had control neither over the feelings I was host to—terror, discomfort, vulnerability, and downright dislike and distaste—nor over their snow-balling. Coupled with this fear was an intense longing not to be present, not to be in my own skin. I swore that if I ever reached terra firma, I’d never leave it again.

The discomfort was exacerbated by the slightest changes in sounds from the engine or any other part of the plane. “What’s that?” I’d gasp to my husband, my fingers digging into his arm, as I heard a high, whining sound in the bowels of the jet. (“Nothing out of the ordinary,” he’d reply, looking at me as if I were mad.) “Why is the plane doing that?” I’d demand of a bemused attendant, who explained that the minor fits and starts I felt during takeoff were merely caused by the wind. Even the loud signal that summoned the attendants was enough to make me nearly jump out of my seat, convinced every time that it was an alarm signaling an impending loss of cabin pressure.

Once the aircraft had reached its cruising altitude, my emotions were manageable as long as we didn’t hit any major turbulence. Landings were almost tolerable because I figured we were close enough to the ground that the plane ought to be able to get down safely. But on night flights, as I tried to sleep, the roar of the engines would remind me that I was in a mere capsule blasting through a vast, black void—an unnatural state for humans if ever there was one—and I’d simply capsize emotionally.

Once when I was living and working as a freelance journalist in Paris, I managed to go a whole year without flying. I discovered the high-speed TGV and happily crisscrossed Europe by train. But then I was compelled to fly. I got the opportunity for a paid business trip from Paris to Singapore and then decided to pay my own way to Australia from there, since I’d always wanted to visit that country. As it turned out, I looked up the man I’d met in Paris more than a year before and fell madly in love, so I went back to see him four months later. (He was to become my husband!) Right after that second trip to Australia, I flew from Paris to New York to surprise my father on his eightieth birthday.

Out of all those trips and many to come, I can recall only one fearless flight. That was when I’d gotten food poisoning at a hotel at Newark Airport just prior to departure and was so deathly ill all the way across the Atlantic that I couldn’t have cared less if the plane crashed.

Later, married and living in Sydney, Australia, I was writing an increasing number of travel articles at different destinations within Australia and making marathon trips from that island continent to New York. But after a while I couldn’t even turn to my husband anymore. He adores flying, especially the takeoff, and I was jealous that he could enjoy something I so hated. Once when we were en route to New York from Sydney with our infant twin boys and I whimpered that I couldn’t abide this terror any longer, he snapped, “Well, do something about it!”

That was a radical idea! Yet I’d compared notes with enough fellow fearful fliers to know that my misery had company, and I’d heard of the existence of many fear-of-flying clinics. I even had met someone who had refused to get on a plane for twelve years but was now happily hopping continents for his job since taking a fear-of-flying course.

In January of 1995, soon after my husband had suggested I get help, I contacted the course my friend had recommended: Fearless Flyers, Inc., a nonprofit organization run by a small group of members of the Australian Women Pilots Association and sponsored by Qantas at that airline’s headquarters at the Sydney airport. This clinic met for three hours every Tuesday night for eight weeks, offering everything from instruction in relaxation techniques to talks by Qantas captains and visits to air traffic control and jet maintenance facilities. The only catch was that the fee included a round-trip from Sydney to Melbourne at the end of the course, and that made my blood run cold. My first thought was that the flight would surely crash, with twenty fearful fliers aboard, gingerly testing their wings. “Some headline that will make,” the journalist in me thought darkly.

The bottom line, however, was that flying was an inescapable fact of life for me. I resolved that I wanted to stop huddling in my seat during takeoffs, thinking, “I can never again in my life go through this terror.”

I wanted to get well.


WHAT FEARLESS FLYERS IS ALL ABOUT
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At long last there was an opportunity to overcome my fear.… I approached the course with a positive feeling.

—Donald Evans
first Fearless Flyers student, October 1979



As I and nineteen fellow fearful fliers walked into a large, brightly lit room at the Qantas Jet Base one night in February 1995, we joined a long line of souls who had sought succor before us.

It started with the pharmacist in his late forties who had caught the travel bug and was determined to beat the crippling fear of flying that threatened to confine him to cars and cruise ships for the remainder of his life; the young woman who wanted to be able to fly from Australia to America to wed her fiancé; and the businessman who longed to visit his son in London.

When these and six other equally terrified people filed into the very first Fearless Flyers class in October 1979, Glenda Philpott and her colleagues were ready. By the time the course was over, these students had been immersed in the world of aviation in a way few “civilians” have the opportunity to be. They boarded a Qantas “graduation flight” from Sydney to Melbourne and began their recovery in earnest.

Fearless Flyers co-founder Glenda Philpott is still in touch with several members of that first class, just as she continues to get phone calls, as well as postcards from exotic destinations, from many of the hundreds of people she has helped fly comfortably over the years. We are grateful to all the people from the course, from the friendly support staff who fed us homemade sandwiches and cakes at the dinner breaks to the Qantas employees who taught us what really went on behind the “wings,” as it were. But it is Philpott whom we continue to inform of our successes and look to for reassurance in the work remaining long after the course is done.

How the Course Began

All the best fear-of-flying courses surely have Glenda Philpott’s counterparts, but to her students she is unique. A tall, solid woman nicknamed the “Gentle Giant” by the man who ran the flying club where she got her instructor’s rating, Philpott has a passion for flying that her collection of colorful airplane earrings only hints at. “Learning to fly is a bit like a drug addiction—once you start, you want to keep going and be involved more and more,” she tells me. “Because I enjoy flying so much, I like to share that love with people who are afraid of flying.”

Philpott taught high school geography and economics before, at thirty-something, she took a break from teaching to learn to fly at Hoxton Park, an airfield to the west of Sydney. Before long, she had bought a single-engine red-and-white Beechcraft Muscateer from the flying school. By 1976, she had replaced her first plane with a twin-engine Piper Aztec and had attained a commercial license to pilot charter flights, followed with an instructor’s rating in 1977.

Philpott had just adopted an infant daughter with her husband, Albert, and was pregnant with another when her other “baby”—Fearless Flyers—was born. It began in August 1978 at a conference for the 99s, the International Organization of Women Pilots, in Australia. Here, Philpott, along with colleagues Aminta Hennessy and Nancy Wells, met up with Fran Grant, a member of the San Francisco 99s. Grant, with Jeanne McElhatton, had cofounded the Fear of Flying Clinic at San Francisco International Airport in California, in 1976, with the support of United Airlines. Grant offered to help her Australian colleagues duplicate the program.

The Australian women, all members of the Australian Women Pilots Association, were excited by the idea and resolved that any proceeds from the course would be put toward scholarships for female pilots. Qantas agreed to provide the clinic with facilities and aviation experts and consented to carry most of the cost of the tickets for the graduation flights. The Australian clinic, which later took on the name Fearless Flyers, signed up its first participants in late 1979.

Philpott credits her colleagues Hennessy and Wells with getting the Australian course off the ground. But she, who with Marion Edwards flew to San Mateo to learn to teach the clinic, was involved in the Australian course from the first night. Several years later, Hennessy stepped down as leader of the course and Philpott took over. Running the Fearless Flyers program out of her home is just one of Philpott’s many callings—she has her real estate broker’s license and teaches the subject at a local college—but it is her most gratifying. “We’re taking people by the hand and showing them there’s nothing to fear,” she says.

The Structure of the Course

I had to be taken by the hand at first but was soon put at ease by Philpott and the other volunteers, some themselves graduates of the course. I remember how comforting it was to hear the testimonies of former fearful fliers on the first night, including people who had gone on to fly themselves. Still I reflected that I would be quite happy, thank you very much, with simply becoming a placid passenger.

I found it reassuring that one in five people suffers from the fear of flying. The bad news was that there was no “magic pill” to cure it and that, paradoxically, we were going to have to work hard at relaxation. A positive attitude was another necessity. “If your boss is paying and you don’t want to be here, you won’t get better,” Philpott warned.

We classmates got to know one another, first pairing off, then talking in small groups, then finally introducing ourselves in a large circle. A couple of people were worse off than me—two had never seen the interior of a plane—but I could identify with everyone’s story. Eerily, we all shared the conviction when boarding a plane that our flight would be that odd statistic that wouldn’t make it. Some of us even had the same dream of watching a huge jet crash before our eyes.

We soon took the first steps in overcoming those fears. Dr. Bryan Burke, a psychologist at the University of New South Wales in Sydney, taught us relaxation exercises: a combination of deep, slow breathing and the tensing and releasing of different muscle groups. The lesson, repeated in the following weeks, was that we had the power to change the way we were feeling.

More fun, however, was the exposure we received to every aspect of aviation. We ascended the Sydney airport air traffic control tower—hardly the hotbed of stress I’d expected—and watched, mesmerized, as jets took off and landed on a clear night. We went on a “jet crawl,” an exploration inside, around, and under a 747 docked in a Qantas hangar, a session designed for desensitization. Two people in the class wept on board the plane but said later that the cry had been cathartic.

Another night, we toured the flight crew training center, complete with swimming pool, where crew members were taught to evacuate a plane virtually blindfolded. Although we were told that a plane can land on water and shown how the evacuation chutes double as life rafts, this was not a comfortable scenario to imagine, so it was good to get this segment over with early on. Yet, beyond reassuring us of our chances of survival in the unlikely case of an accident, it changed our perception of flight attendants from that of waitresses and waiters to highly trained and stringently tested safety officers.

The Qantas staff members who came to talk with us did not flinch when fielding questions about sensitive subjects such as malfunctions and accidents, but for obvious reasons, the emphasis was on safety. We were taught, for example, that pilots are prepared for any eventuality. They regularly visit the airline’s flight simulators to practice dealing with malfunctions such as an engine failure. During the actual takeoff, we were told, pilots always assume that an engine is going to fail (though they rarely do) and are always ready to take appropriate action.

A video on jet maintenance—as well as a tour of the jet maintenance center—showed us how these giant machines are gone over with the finest of fine-tooth combs, and another film demonstrated the dependability of a 747 by showing that it can take off even after its tail end is dragged along the runway while its front end is airborne. That film came to mind in the most comforting manner later on, when I was going through some of the first takeoffs of my recovery.

Of course, they didn’t forget weather and turbulence! We learned to eradicate the term “air pocket” from our vocabularies and think of the air as a fluid in motion, like the sea. We discovered that the only harm that could come to us from turbulence was injury as a result of unfastened seat belts. We were educated about “wind shear” and how pilots are trained to handle it.

Our instruction went on to cover a variety of other aspects of aviation, from aerodynamics to engine noises. No single part of the course, however, did as much to make me feel better about flying as did a whirl in one of Qantas’s AUS $22 million (US $14.3 million) flight simulators. So realistic are the cockpits of these machines and their sounds and movements that I panicked after I’d impetuously volunteered to “fly” the 747 simulator.

Fear turned to awe as, under the tutelage of Qantas manager for flight engineer training Paul Blanch, I got this “jumbo jet” into the air from the Hong Kong airport and kept it up, marveling at the sensitivity of the instruments in the cockpit as I banked to turn to the left. I’m still not sure why this ride seemed so reassuring, aside from the fact that it demonstrated the handiness of even such a huge machine. Perhaps it was because those of us who worried about not being in control felt more secure having experienced the pilot’s role ourselves. All students got the opportunity to “fly” the simulator if they wanted to.

The Graduation Flight

The graduation flight at the end of the course allowed us to experience the “real thing” with the support of classmates, the Fearless Flyers support staff, and some of our teachers. Looking back on that flight, I can see that the same old triggers set me off: the movements of the climb, the engine sounds, the bumps of turbulence. The crucial difference this time was that the fear lasted only until my mind fed what I’d learned in the course back to me. When the jet changed course and tilted, for example, I was able to think of it as a cradle being rocked, an analogy Philpott had taught us. When the power was cut back as we were still climbing, I knew we no longer needed the same level of acceleration and did not conclude that we were about to pitch into the sea below. As we hit the inevitable turbulence, my newfound awareness of its harmlessness quelled the first stabs of panic. And I had to admit that when I compared this relatively mild anxiety to the terror that used to grip me in the air, I knew I was getting better.

For Glenda Philpott, a graduation flight is perhaps even more trying than for the students. Like a mother hen, she goes around making sure her pupils are comfortable, confident, and most important, doing their relaxation exercises. She sits and talks patiently with the less confident and holds their hands if necessary. “On that day, I’m hoping each person is going to get over their fear or make great progress,” she explains. “The biggest disappointment is somebody who doesn’t show up on the day of the flight.”

Fortunately, success stories are in the overwhelming majority among Fearless Flyers, and you’ll be reading six of them in the pages to come, tucked between the chapters that will familiarize you with the world of aviation. The first tale of graduates getting their wings is that of Kathryn Bendall, in the next chapter. You will relate to her fear and be inspired by her recovery!
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