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      TOWER, H. G.       UAL
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      PORTER, G. H.       AAA

      MCMAINS, W. W.       TWA
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      FERRIER, J. T.       UAL

      WARD, D. M.       UAL

      SHOWMAN, D. H.       BNF

      HOGAN, G. W.       BNF

      BARRON, H. C.       AA

      BLIVEN, L. H.       NWA

      PITTS, V. L.       NEA

      BROWN, G. H.       PAA

      CURRIE, L. F.       ASA

      SHIRLEY, R. F.       UAL

      MCBRIEN, T. F.       EAL
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      “I’ll teach you how to escape death.
      

      
      … there is a raven in the eastern sea which is called Yitai (“dull-head”). This dull-head cannot fly very high and seems very
         stupid. It hops only a short distance and nestles close with others of its kind. In going forward, it dare not lead, and in
         going back, it dare not lag behind. At the time of feeding, it takes what is left over by the other birds. Therefore, the
         ranks of this bird are never depleted and nobody can do them any harm. A tree with a straight trunk is the first to be chopped
         down. A well with sweet water is the first to be drawn dry.”
      

      
      —TAIKUNG JEN, in a conversation with Confucius
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      PREFACE

      
      THIS IS NOT a war story—and yet it is. Any tale in which the protagonists are so seriously threatened they may lose their lives demands
            an enemy capable of destruction.

      
      The difference between what is told here and familiar war is that the designated adversary always remains inhuman, frequently
            marches in mystery, and rarely takes prisoners. Furthermore, armistice is inconceivable and so is complete victory for either
            side.

      
      This war continues as you read these words and must prevail so long as man insists on striving for progress.

      
      None of the warriors here involved were forced into battle, a circumstance which removes a certain amount of ugliness and
            the saddening, hopeless sense of futility normally created when the soldiery is impressed. Here the human combatants have
            engaged themselves willingly, knowing full well that their blood might stain the field.

      
      Therefore this is the only kind of war which might be considered inspiring.

      
      With new fronts constantly exposed, it becomes increasingly doubtful that this war will become any less adamant. Like other
            wars, it began in a small way and in the very beginning there were few casualties.

      
      As it would be with any war, the entire conflict cannot be covered in a single book. Therefore, only a single front is described
            here and a mere fragment of that front presented. This is not a matter of choice but of knowledge, since the author’s engagements
            occurred as a member of a single unit, and it would be presumptuous to include the complicated and equally sanguinary activities
            of other groups. I know little of military aviation, and even less of experimental flying, which is perhaps the most inspiring
            and yet fateful of all. These divisions deserve their own written testimony.

      
      Whether living or dead, most of the men in this book are called by their true names. Their characters and activities are also
            as truly re-created as my abilities allow. A very few individuals have been labeled with false names in a deliberate effort
            to confuse any reader who might be so misguided as to accept my occasional opinions for indisputable truths simply because
            they are set down on a printed page. No one save the author will ever know which names serve as a disguise.

      
      Insofar as one mind can reveal a vast and extraordinarily complex endeavor, all the facts and events described are true. I
            have attempted to tone down rather than color, realizing that time has a way of exaggerating both the good and evil in our
            memories.

      
      I regret that portions of this book appear as a personal memoir. Yet a completely objective viewpoint is impossible in anything except purely documentary history, especially when the teller happened to be an active participant. On this faltering excuse
            I ask forgiveness of those who might have seen the same men and events through different eyes.

      
      Any one of a number of men could have told of this same era. Sloniger and Boyd, McCabe, Bledsoe, Robinson, Nelson and Smith,
            and many of the others are sensitive, articulate men. Yet they were, and some of them still are, too busy making war and history
            to write of it—a curious relation since all of them were exactly so engaged long before I came upon the scene.

      
      Fortunately, I was not obliged to rely entirely upon the tricky concoctions of memory to prepare this book. No span of time
            is so carefully documented as the working hours and minutes of a professional pilot. The facts are firmly recorded in fine-lined
            logbooks, and to the initiated, the bald, uninspiring figures can easily be revived into actuality.

      
      It must appear from following these pages that the pilots were solely responsible for the near miracle we know as air transportation.
            They would be the first to deny this distortion of the truth. But quantitative analysis of credit belongs in formal history
            and not in a fleeting series of observations which merely intend to create a sensation of being there. The men who drove the
            spikes on the transcontinental railroad were just as important to the final effort as the Indian scout who preceded them.
            It is simply human that we prefer to read and write about the Indian scout. And any examination of fate’s nefarious or beneficial
            doings is better seen through those constantly exposed to both forces.

      
      Many airline people, both as individuals and in groups, find no place in this book. Mechanics who have alternately broiled
            in equatorial suns and frozen their skins in the arctic are woefully neglected. Engineers who have schemed and wrought pure
            wonders of ingenuity are even slandered on occasion. Radio men, meteorologists, dispatchers, navigators, and a multitude of
            associated craftsmen receive little or no attention.

      
      I apologize. The large majority of these people are as devoted to their work as any pilot. On several occasions they contributed to the saving of my own life, which only compounds my miserable ingratitude.

      
      Yet their mental and spiritual habitat is the earth. The physical adventure of this particular war and the individualistic
            temper of the Indian scout are more likely to be found in the air—which is why this book, in the main, remains aloft.

      
      E.K.G.
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      AN UNDESIRED RENDEZVOUS IN THE NIGHT

      
      THE NIGHT is sinister. There are no stars to enliven it. This air mass has not changed its shape or moved so much as fifty miles in
         a week, and so there is only stagnation and staleness—near suffocation when we pass through occasional dank tendrils of cloud.
         This sky is exhausted, having given to the earth below nearly all that it can. It should be shoved along by younger air and
         pushed out over the Atlantic Ocean so that the process of rejuvenation can begin.
      

      
      As we pass between layers of cloud the sensation of flight, even the notion of purposeful existence, is lost. We are suspended,
         yet to all appearances we are without motion. We lie inert within the mass, only a trifle larger than one of its perished
         molecules.
      

      
      Here aloft, there is a distinct odor to this summer night, a fetid, musty smell which often precedes or accompanies lightning
         and which the ignorant sometimes call ozone. There does not seem to be any better designation.
      

      
      Yet there is not even a hint of lightning. There is a dead void and that is all. It would be better if there were something
         to relate to something else and so provide a focus for the mind.
      

      
      Beattie, who sits on my right, is aware of my dissatisfaction. I know that he shares it because of the tentative, almost exploratory
         way he fingers the control wheel. There are other indications of his sympathy. His tie is pulled away from his collar, the
         collar is unbuttoned, and even in the faint light from the instruments I can see that his uniform shirt is soaked beneath
         the arms. His rather prominent lips are held slightly apart, as if to form a question, but he has been silent a long time.
         Minute rivulets of perspiration glisten along the side of his forehead. The rivulets meet where the earphones press against
         his flesh and form larger tributaries which finally join along the line of his chin and slide downward to his collar. Even
         his dim reflection in the window beyond him looks frowsy, a condition which heat alone could never bring about, for Beattie
         is an extraordinarily fastidious man.
      

      
      Yet now I can smell him and I am quite certain he can smell me.

      
      I reach into that special cupboard of the mind where airmen store potential troubles and find it empty. Then how, without
         a word passing between us, should Beattie also sense that all is not as it might be? We are, by long test and tradition, not
         given to imaginary fears.
      

      
      I lean forward until my face is against the windshield, actually depressing the end of my nose like a child peering into an
         aquarium. My cupped hands shield off the cockpit lights. I stare into the night, now ahead where there is nothing, now above
         where there is nothing, and finally down where I search almost wistfully for a familiar light. We are quite in the clear, yet there is no visible feature in the night from which I can obtain
         the slightest satisfaction.
      

      
      I retreat slowly from my deserted aquarium, still vaguely disturbed. Why should I have bothered to investigate beyond the
         windshield? With an overcast above and below I could not honestly have expected anything but disappointment.
      

      
      For a time I stare at the ceiling of the cockpit which curves only a foot or so above my head. There, at least, everything
         is familiar. I know the printed figures on the placards by heart. I can, without fumbling, reach surely for each switch, button,
         and knob. I can do it with my eyes closed. I know the diamond design sewn into the green leather which is supposed to insulate
         the ceiling against cold and noise and which does neither. If you spend over two thousand hours in the same little room, a
         room smaller than a prisoner in solitary confinement could tolerate, and if in spite of its cramped area you like the room
         and devote your entire career to mastering its peculiarities, then you must know that room and everything within it as certainly
         as a miser knows his hoard. For two thousand hours is a long time.
      

      
      Although I realize there is no logic in the movement, I reach upward and flip the landing-light switches. The gesture is involuntary,
         as if in my childish restlessness I must toy with something—or perhaps it is a more basic urge, a longing for more light.
         Instantly, two illuminated spears stab forward into the night.
      

      
      Beattie turns his head slowly, with owl-like deliberation. He stares at me and then squints resentfully at the sudden brilliance
         beyond the windshield. In cockpits very few things are done without reason. If you wish to ascertain the proper functioning
         of a reciprocating engine you do not, under ordinary circumstances, turn on the landing lights and regard the engine as you
         might a wounded beast of burden. At best the lights could reveal little more than the outline of the nacelle, the engine cowling,
         and the great translucent medallion of the whirling propeller. The place to inquire after the health of an engine is on the
         panel ahead of our knees. There, instruments connected with its vitals report exactly on its sickness or well-being. They rarely lie.
      

      
      Beattie is waiting for an explanation. Now his lips are compressed and the ends forced downward in disapproval. His large
         brown eyes are eloquent with censure, as if he were saying, “Now, Captain, those lights are for spotting the earth on landing,
         or observing the formation of wing ice in the wintertime, or for signaling other aircraft. The designers did not place them
         in this ship for your amusement or as a convenient diversion for your idle hands.”
      

      
      Beattie, who is much the better educated of us, can say such things in that way. His dignity is innate. Without any apparent
         intent, he can sometimes make you feel the fool. Now he contains himself, which is another proof of his intelligence, for
         he is still flying below the salt. He is not exactly mortal. Existing in a sort of purgatory, he waits with all the patience
         he can muster for the day when he will no longer be a co-pilot. Until then he must mind his manners, ever balancing the obedient
         against the obsequious, salving his pride and temper only in his most hidden thoughts. For a number of reasons, not the least
         of which is his eventual promotion to a captaincy, he must observe the code of master and apprentice. The rules are fixed
         and catholic. I am, in all eventualities, supposed to know more than he does, a theory we both secretly recognize as preposterous.
      

      
      Now, still blinking at the light, his eyes accuse me of being thirty, of being already encrusted with aerial verdigris, and
         therefore on the verge of senility. Encased in the new and still shining armor of his eagerness, he has not yet known a sufficiency
         of weariness and fear to fake boredom successfully.
      

      
      So he merely smiles, and in my opinion there is too much understanding in his eyes.

      
      “Pyrotechnics,” I say, and rather sheepishly flick off the lights.

      
      A pause while his lips work thoughtfully. “Ah, yes.…”

      
      Then a long silence except for the monotonous snoring of the engines. During this silence I am convinced that Beattie’s façade
         of confidence also has a new crack in it. Somewhere, somehow, something in this night is askew.
      

      
      Thus, wrapped in suspicion for which there is no apparent cause, we proceed through the darkness. Our speed, in comparison
         with modern aircraft, is that of oxen. The indicator, quivering slightly, reads one hundred and seventy miles an hour. We
         can achieve this only because we happen to be flying a new ship not yet subjected to the inevitable series of rough landings,
         each one of which will ever so slightly destroy its aerodynamic efficiency. Nor has our company enjoyed either the time or
         the money to add various technical contrivances which protrude from the fuselage and contribute their minute share to speed
         reduction. Our load is also light, which is normal rather than otherwise. Behind us, in the dimly lighted cabin, there are
         eleven passengers and one stewardess to attend them. In our estimation some conspirator on the ground has been wonderfully
         cunning and persuasive. For it must have required a touch of witchery to lure eleven people on the same airplane bound from
         Buffalo toward the complex of New York City. The vast majority of the public shares our understanding that one hundred and
         seventy miles per hour is sufficient to terminate the life span instantly.
      

      
      We are being paid to avoid hazard, but there are still many unexplored crevasses in our reservoir of knowledge. Our zeal for
         air transport is always soured when we so easily reflect on failures involving certain late comrades, who proved in the final
         analysis to be, like ourselves, only the tip of the arrow. We are obliged to recognize our possible epitaph—His end was abrupt.
      

      
      These thoughts of actual disaster are, paradoxically, the prime favorite conversational meat in any cockpit. Each, as it occurs,
         is analyzed, argued, disputed, and distorted with such lugubrious fascination that it is some wonder any of us continue to
         venture aloft. We become businessmen discussing the bankruptcy of a recognized firm, and the only factor which rescues these
         conversations from outrageous morbidity is the purely clinical nature of the dialogue. Consequently those who so recently
         flew without fortune are characterized as symbols even though they may have been well known to us. They, as symbols, did this or that or failed to do this or that, or this almost incredible difficulty
         arose unavoidably, and they were not able to combat it. Charity in such conversations is standard form. Only very rarely will
         a pilot expose his own bowl of fortune cookies to the possibility of air decay and be tempted into blurting out what is sometimes
         the undeniable truth. It is a brave man who would conclude such a conversation with the opinion that the subject calamity
         was entirely old Joe’s fault and if he had placed more faith in his head and less in the seat of his pants, he would be alive
         today.
      

      
      Over Wilkes-Barre there is a break in the lower cloud deck. A small cluster of lights sparkles on a ragged oblong of black
         velvet. Staring down at this penurious collection of jewels, I become content. At least they are something. And my headphones
         provide additional relief to the monotony. Now the soprano whine sent out from the range station below changes in character.
         The volume increases very suddenly. There is an even quicker fading away as we pass through the cone of silence, and then
         the tone begins once more. Beattie, who has actually been adjusting the volume on our radio, turns his hand over and points
         at the floor with his thumb. I nod sagaciously, for I must always maintain the illusion—that I know what must happen and
         when it must happen. I cannot admit that a good commander is one who is lucky enough to have his intuitions coincide with
         the sequence of events.
      

      
      By grasping a wire at my side in just the right fashion, I contrive to whip the microphone from its leather holster. It flies
         across my chest and I catch it neatly in mid-air. The gesture is sheer display, the cheap trick-tossing of an acrobat’s handkerchief
         before he stands on tiptoe and dives from his perch. There are many ways of reaching for a microphone, all of them individualistic
         and expressive of the man. Certain pilots employ a calculated series of marionettelike jerks which is intended to demonstrate
         the apex of efficiency; others, even more pompous, favor a deliberate, diamond-in-the rough style which must be followed by
         a matching solemnity of voice. There are even those who make a bold pretense of fumbling for the instrument, as if they were
         uncertain of its precise location. They are quite capable of abandoning this fancy when in trouble and are seeking comfort from the
         ground. My affectation is of the hoyden variety, followed by a self-conscious clearing of the throat.
      

      
      “New York from Flight Five …”

      
      I recognize the answering voice in my earphones although I have never seen the man. For some obscure reason I have always
         pictured him as bald-headed and unloved by his wife.
      

      
      “Over Wilkes-Barre at seventeen. Seven thousand … between layers. Estimating La Guardia at fifty.”

      
      The neglected husband repeats my words and, without pausing, recites our clearance to proceed and land. His intonations are
         unusually sad and I wonder if perhaps he has a stomach-ache. When the ritual is done and I have repeated our flight number,
         I deposit the microphone in its socket without histrionics. They return again when I flex my fingers and place them on the
         control wheel. I wiggle it ever so slightly, the signal for Beattie that now I, the captain, will take over physically as
         well as spiritually, and from the abundance of my knowledge and the almost superhuman quality of my skill will safely bring
         this flight to earth.
      

      
      There is, in my being, a familiar anticipation of a task well completed. I am no longer at odds with the night. I am the craftsman
         cleaning up his bench, the proprietor storing his wares. Soon I shall put on my coat with its brass buttons and gold-plated
         wings over the left breast, and the two somewhat tarnished gold stripes on each sleeve, and become the workman returning home.
         I am, in this peculiarly delicious moment before descent, complete as only a skilled artisan can be when he is able to stand
         back from his work and regard its near-end happily. We are not lost, the engines are functioning perfectly, the air is smooth,
         and though here the clouds still obscure the earth, the weather in New York is good. I am filled with the strutting honesty
         of usefulness and I am young enough to be proud.
      

      
      My thinking is almost entirely mechanical. I am only vaguely aware that in spite of unctuous advertising claims, the element
         about me is not natural to mankind. Like the depths of the sea, the atmosphere allows us minor degrees of penetration and easily reveals its basic structure. But there are certain secrets both
         elements hold in reserve, and it is not too farfetched to suppose that only the dead have ever truly discovered them.
      

      
      Even so, these obscurities are frequently glimpsed by living intruders. It is then that a man may quickly discover his mental
         reliability and learn, to his chagrin, that when caught out of his natural boundaries, his mind may become as tricky as a
         gambler’s involved in a dice game operated by strangers. There is a point, ever varying and always frivolous in appearance,
         when diligently acquired scientific understanding is suddenly blinded and the medieval mind returns to dominate. This mixture
         of the mystical and factual produces quick confusion followed by a needling sense of peril. This moment of realization and
         discovery is verbally identified as luck, or fate to the more elegant. Whatever the label, it presupposes a firm belief in
         powers supernatural. Therefore, partly in shame and partly in hopeless lack of understanding, the factor of luck is officially
         ignored among those engaged in any endeavor dependent upon science and machinery. Those charged with the success of the enterprise
         must ignore luck—or they will soon go crazy.
      

      
      Unfortunately, pilots of any experience whatever are forced to bear with this painful division in their thinking and develop
         a tolerance for it—or they would go crazy. It is a considerable tribute to their general stability that so few of them have.
      

      
      An airplane crashes. There is a most thorough investigation. Experts analyze every particle, every torn remnant of the machine
         and what is left of those within it. Every pertinent device of science is employed in reconstructing the incident and searching
         for the cause. Sometimes the investigators wait for weeks until the weather is exactly the same as it was during the crash.
         They fly exactly the same route in exactly the same kind of airplane and they go to elaborate trouble trying to duplicate
         the thinking of the pilot, who can no longer communicate his thinking. Often at considerable risk to themselves, the investigators
         attempt what have been reported as the final tragic maneuvers of the crashed airplane. And sometimes they discover a truth which they can explain in the hard, clear terms of mechanical science. They must never,
         regardless of their discoveries, write off a crash as simply a case of bad luck. They must never, for fear of official ridicule,
         admit other than to themselves, which they all do, that some totally unrecognizable genie has once again unbuttoned his pants
         and urinated on the pillar of science.
      

      
      As on this summer night at precisely nine-twenty-six, at precisely five thousand and fifty feet, at precisely one hundred
         and seventy-one miles per hour. The chief participants are easily identified as Beattie and myself. Both airmen possess Airline
         Transport ratings numbered 42453 and 36631 respectively. Both men are fully qualified on the equipment and route—see chief
         pilot’s report of recent date. Company and government physical examinations, also of recent date. Eyes 20-20 or better; pulse
         before and after reclining, satisfactory. Schneider test of both men, 18, the highest possible. Outside influences which might
         lead to emotional disturbances—none. Condition of aircraft and engine satisfactory. Records show no history of major mechanical
         or structural deficiencies or repairs. Last routine check, date of incident. Signed off in logbook by company crew chief Buffalo
         with confirming signature attached thereto. Weather good. Visibility approximately twenty miles. Position reports checked
         against flight plan and found routine. Proper Air Traffic Control clearance received from New York shortly after reporting
         over Wilkes-Barre. Witnesses. Farmer located approximately on airway claims he observed subject flight first blink landing
         lights and then …
      

      
      Beattie reaches to the floor beside his seat and takes up the logbook. It is two pieces of metal hinged together and painted
         a dark blue, with the number of the aircraft stenciled on the outside. The forms are inside. It is the uninspiring duty of
         every co-pilot to complete these forms. Some do so begrudgingly; others approach the task with the grubby exactitude of postal
         clerks writing a money order. Our pay is calculated from the times recorded in these logbooks, and the formula for computation
         is so absurdly involved that a mistake of only a few minutes can result in the loss of several dollars. Therefore all pilots take an inordinate interest in the time figures, whereas if the flight is routine they
         hardly notice those recording engine temperatures, pressures, and fuel consumed.
      

      
      Beattie turns up the small spotlight behind his head and focuses it on the logbook. He sighs audibly and begins to fill in
         the vacant squares with symbols and numerals.
      

      
      I can feel the passengers moving about in the cabin, almost count their individual trips to the washroom in the tail. They
         have been looking at their watches and know we must soon be on the ground. Their movements come to me through the adjustments
         required on the stabilizer. I am obliged to move the wheel, controlling it frequently, and thus counterbalancing their weight.
         The stewardess will come forward in a few minutes. Her name is Katherine and she will smell better than we do and she will
         ask how soon we are going to land. When she is told, she will stand for a moment in the darkness between the baggage and mail
         bins and adjust her girdle. Then she will return to the cabin. Or because Beattie is a bachelor, she may linger without explanation.
      

      
      I reach into my left-hand shirt pocket and take out a celluloid disk about the size of a small saucer. Actually it is a slide
         rule by means of which I can quickly calculate the time required to descend from five thousand feet to approach altitude at
         New York. I can easily compute the time in my head. The slide rule is merely habit, and a good one, for it is always a reminder
         that the days of happy guesswork are gone.
      

      
      Our altitude is still five thousand and fifty feet. The time now: nine-twenty-eight.

      
      Two things displease me. The extra fifty feet above five thousand is sloppy flying and there is too much light in the cockpit.

      
      I glance at Beattie, then ask him to turn down his light. As he complies, my eyes return to the flight instruments and my
         hand caresses the stabilizer wheel. I rotate it forward an inch or so, then pull back the two red-topped throttles a like
         amount. At once a subtle change occurs within the cockpit. The constant muffled roar of our slip stream takes on a more urgent
         tone. The rate-of-climb needle sags. The air speed increases to one hundred and eighty and the altimeter starts its slow unwinding. For the moment both Beattie and myself are entirely absorbed in the instruments,
         for their silent passing of information has a remarkable, nearly hypnotic way of capturing any pilot’s eyes. The momentary
         result is an unblinking stare, as if we would question their honesty for the ten-thousandth time. This is as it should be.
         When things are going well, as now, our faces are those of men in harmony with the exactness of machinery. We are attentive,
         yet lulled by the security so gently transmitted from the luminous dials and needles. We are the masters in sure command of
         all those mechanical contrivances which comprise the unit of this one flying machine. We do not trouble our sense of authority
         in brooding on those rare enough occasions when we were more the frightened servants than the masters; when the machine rebelled
         with the instruments to rob us of all dignity and make us feel like the sorcerer’s apprentice.
      

      
      The altimeter needle indicates precisely five thousand feet. We have lost only the sloppy fifty feet, and I hold the exact
         five thousand for perhaps thirty seconds while my eyes travel upward to the windshield glass. This trifling hesitation before
         continuing the descent is not to rest my eyes. It is only because my seat is somewhat too far back. Now my sole desire is
         to adjust it according to long-established personal taste, thereby innocently deceiving myself that from such a particular
         position of the seat, and from no other, can I make a good and proper landing.
      

      
      I bend down, seeking the lever which controls the fore and aft movements of the seat. I ease the seat forward one notch and
         hear the lever click. As I straighten, Beattie snaps the metal logbook closed with a gesture of finality.
      

      
      My hand seeks the stabilizer wheel again. My eyes alternate between the rate-of-climb needle and the black windshield. A few
         seconds pass. Beattie is preoccupied with stuffing a pencil into his shirt pocket. He also looks ahead, but not in anticipation
         of seeing anything—facing the windshield is simply the most easy and natural position. There is just enough light within the
         cockpit to reflect faintly Beattie’s image in the glass. Compelled only by his scrupulous regard for personal appearance, he bends forward and starts to adjust his tie. This humble gesture is almost the
         very last the human body identified as Beattie will ever be called upon to make.
      

      
      For his next movement is a parting of the lips, followed by a horrible, inarticulate sucking sound, audible even above the
         engines. His actual cry of instantaneous shock is still unfinished when my own attention is drawn to the windshield. My every
         sense is appalled. There is not time-space for true fear to build, but the primeval urges are instantly uncovered. My stunned
         brain demands a challenging scream yet I am unable to make any sound. My body, along with my soul, has stopped dead, severed
         of all vitality within.
      

      
      My hands freeze on the control wheel. In the blackness ahead there is a sudden, hideous apparition; the mass is no more than
         a thickening of the night, but it supports a green wing-tip light and, just below it, two flickering tongues of engine exhaust
         flame.
      

      
      The whole frightful assembly slides swiftly across our field of vision. It is so close it seems I could reach out and touch
         it. It is too late for any reaction. Almost before our minds can appreciate its significance, the spectacle is gone from ahead.
         Beattie, his face pressed against the glass, follows its disappearance off to our right. His whole body swivels quickly with
         its ghostly progress.
      

      
      The entire drama begins and ends in two seconds. Beattie and I are sole members of the audience, for it is obvious that those
         in the other airplane never saw us. Yet, except for a miraculous separation of no more than fifty feet, they would also be
         quite dead. Only a new audience on the ground would have heard the explosion. And watched the descent of two bundles of flaming
         metal.
      

      
      It is over. The peril was instantly there and then almost as instantly not there. We peeped behind the curtain, saw what some
         dead men have seen, and survived with it engraved forever on our memories.
      

      
      Now we are not even afraid. That will come when there is time for contemplation. I have not moved, nor is there even a quickening in my breathing.
      

      
      Slowly Beattie turns in his seat and our eyes meet. A smile touches the corner of his mouth, but it is a melancholy smile
         and for the moment it seems the perfect comment on what had been our utter helplessness. Those fifty additional sloppy feet
         held only a few minutes previously—so insignificant then—are now revealed as the pinion of our lives. To have maintained those
         fifty feet one second more would have matched our altitude exactly with the stranger’s. Then who chose the moment to descend?
         Why just then? It was certainly not our own premeditated decision.
      

      
      I pick up the microphone slowly, my movements now devoid of flourish.

      
      “New York from Flight Five …

      
      “Go ahead Flight Five.”

      
      “Have you any reported traffic?” I want desperately to accuse him—any handy victim will do until I can vent my fury on Air
         Traffic Control. Yet even as I wait I realize they cannot be aware of every outlaw ship in the sky. The reply is a foregone
         conclusion or we would have been warned.
      

      
      “No reported traffic.… Five.”

      
      “Okay. Five.”

      
      I replace the microphone carefully and fumble in my pants pocket for a cigarette. When I bring it out, the package is squashed.
         They are always squashed, which they would not be if I ever learned to carry them elsewhere. In such poor thoughts my mind
         seeks momentary refuge, convincing itself, or trying to, that what I have just seen really was not seen. I should much prefer
         the innocence of our passengers, who almost performed the interesting feat of instantly perishing while in the act of combing
         their hair or dabbing a drop of perfume behind an ear.
      

      
      Since the choked, half-born sounds which were more plaintive than defiant, Beattie and I have not had any audible exchange.
         Lighting my cigarette with a hand that has no good reason to be so steady, I prospect through several things I might say to
         my companion in fortune.
      

      
      Tradition calls for me to be outwardly calm and collected, which is not overly difficult, doubtless because the actual exposure
         to imminent death was of such short duration. Peace within is not so easily re-established. That one second’s difference,
         its selection, the reason for it, must haunt the rest of my living days whatever their number. Years may pass before I shall
         relive that instant, but it must come to me again and again, always jeering at logic, always mysterious and incomprehensible.
         Why should that second of time have been given to Beattie and myself and to our eleven passengers, whoever they might be,
         and to Katherine the stewardess? I can only assume that the occupants of the outlaw plane were not deliberately bent upon
         a combination of suicide and mass murder. They too were spared by a particle of time.
      

      
      And then, what of the uneasiness Beattie and I had both known before the near catastrophe? There had been no basis for it,
         yet it would not be denied. Strangely, now that the moment has passed, the feeling no longer persists.
      

      
      To my personal God I mutter two words of gratitude. My thank you is given almost begrudgingly, for it is still extremely difficult
         to appreciate our salvation. I can only think that the moment was an evil one, and so long as the issue does not constitute
         a mere reprieve, I am content to believe it must be good.
      

      
      After a decent time, as if he is reluctant to break the silence between us, Beattie asks for a cigarette.

      
      “I didn’t know you smoked.”

      
      “I don’t. I just think I might like to try one … now.”
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      I

      
      THE INNOCENTS
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      AND OF THE FACTS OF AERIAL LIFE

      
      IN THE beginning many of us were scientific barbarians. We had neither the need nor the opportunity for technical culture. The interior
         of a cloud was a muggy and unpleasant place. We knew only that to penetrate cloud for any extended period of time was inviting
         trouble we were ill equipped to meet. Though we had long delighted in playing about the edges of cumulous battlements, we
         stayed on the ground when we could not see. Night flying was also a limited indulgence, if only because the fields from which we operated were the most humble in every respect and nothing about them, including the inevitable high-tension
         wires, was ever illuminated.
      

      
      Thus, unlearned, credulous, and bewildered, certain of us emerged from the lower strata of aerial society. We had not been
         trained by the army or the navy and consequently occupied a social position roughly equivalent to that of a Hindu untouchable.
         Many of us still had that unremovable grime beneath our fingernails which could only have come from working on our own engines.
      

      
      Our chief item of costume in this strange new world was the familiar, much-faded and much-loved leather jacket. We clung to
         them pathetically, for they were the last tangible evidence of a more carefree life. Our natural pride did not cover the fact
         that we were the most uncouth neophytes. Many of us still moved our lips as we plowed through the books and brochures designed
         to raise us higher in our chosen profession.
      

      
      We are in a cheerless classroom. In the adjoining hangar a mechanic is pounding on a piece of metal. A man named Lester frowns
         upon our bumpkin manners. His open disapproval is repeated in the dour face of McIntosh, who serves as his assistant inquisitor.
      

      
      Lester is a man whose face is not his own but a hodgepodge repair job which at least complements his patched-up body. Only
         a few years before, he was taking off from Rochester in a Stinson “A,” a ship which had three engines, one in the center.
         Somehow he caught a wing tip on the snowbank which paralleled the runway. The Stinson cartwheeled. When the debris was finally
         torn away Lester was an integral part of it; so much so that it was nearly impossible to separate his vitals from the still-smoking
         center engine. It was said that every major bone in his body was fractured in one fashion or another and that his chances
         for survival in any form more interesting than a vegetable were nil.
      

      
      The experts did not count upon Lester’s magnificent courage and determination. He survived, if not truly to fly again, then
         to teach others the refinements demanded of an airline pilot.
      

      
      We stand huddled together as Lester appraises us with his soulchilling blue eyes. To please him is important, for it means eventual confirmation in our new positions. To fail means a certain return
         to the wilderness and the semistarvation of itinerant flying. Hence we are nearly terrified of this man who appears so frail
         as to seem almost translucent. And he soon proves not of the sort to soothe our fears.
      

      
      Staring at us one by one, he paces the classroom like a great long-legged bird, wounded in body and grievously offended in
         spirit. His long thin hands pinch frequently at his broken nose. His voice is high pitched, almost a whine, as he calls the
         roll. He pronounces each name with open distaste, as if he has just bitten into a rotten persimmon.
      

      
      “Gay, Lippincott, Sisto, Watkins, Mood, McGuire, Owen, Charleton, Carter …”

      
      We confirm our presence solemnly, each of us unable to resist imitating the nervous monotone of the man before. McIntosh,
         gloomy-eyed, his thoughts impenetrable, lurks near the large aerial map on the wall. He puffs gently on an enormous pipe and,
         ignoring us completely, seems rapt in a streak of mud along one of his shoes.
      

      
      Lester moves into the pale January light from the window, and the collection of freckles spotting his face and neck suddenly
         takes on a brilliant hue, emphasizing the parchmentlike texture of his skin. He begins by setting us very firmly in our places.
      

      
      “You are supposed to know how to fly or you would not be here. You will now learn to fly all over again. Our way. I have examined your logbooks. They contain some interesting and clever lies. If you are lucky and work a good solid
         eighteen hours a day in this school, it is barely possible that a few of you may succeed in actually going out on the line—that
         is, if the company is still in such desperate need of pilots that it will hire anybody who wears wings in his lapel and walks
         slowly past the front door.
      

      
      “However—” he sighs—“mine is not to reason why. Just remember, you were hired on a ninety-day probation clause. To begin
         with, you are going to know every damn …”
      

      
      The lecture on our shortcomings and the penances to be assigned continues for the better part of the morning. The requirements seem overwhelming. In six weeks we must pass severe examinations
         in air mass analysis, instrument flight, radio, hydraulics, maintenance, company procedures, routes, manuals, forms, flight
         planning, and air traffic control. Not only the company but a government inspector will check our final grades.
      

      
      Lester drones on, pausing only occasionally to crack the knuckles of his talonlike fingers. I study the others, curious about
         my fellow unwashed who have come from flying fields all over the land. They are strangers still, and I wonder if their natural
         cock-sureness, without which they could never have survived to reach this room, is being as thoroughly squashed as my own.
      

      
      With Gay I am the most familiar. We share a room in the cheap, musty hotel where we are supposed to live and study during
         the period of our incubation. He is younger than I am, of dark complexion, very handsome, and most generous with his magical
         smile. He has come from a small field in Tennessee where he instructed and on Sundays flew passengers for a dollar a ride.
      

      
      Lippincott is immensely eager. His alertness is almost offensive, and it is already apparent that he will have little difficulty
         in mastering the engineering aspects which Lester has emphasized so much, to my own despair.
      

      
      Sisto, a hoarse-voiced enfant terrible from somewhere in California, seems defiant, even bold enough to prod Lester with questions.
      

      
      I have spoken to Owen only as we gathered, and I was then astounded at the basso-profundo voice emerging from so slight a
         young man.
      

      
      Mood and McGuire have also come up from the South, and the contrast between them is a measure of the group. For absolutely
         no reason, I have already taken a dislike to Mood and I am certain he regards me with equal antipathy. McGuire, however, endeared
         himself at once by confessing both homesickness for the sight of a Carolina mule and claiming his head is composed almost
         entirely of bone and therefore a poor receptacle for all that Lester demands. His face now, as he listens to Lester, is so
         chiseled in honest planes of concentration it would please the most finicky sculptor. I have learned only that hitherto he was mostly engaged
         in crop dusting—a chancy way to earn a living with wings.
      

      
      Carter, large and red-faced, is propped audaciously and yet aloof against the back wall of the classroom. I do not know where
         he calls home, if indeed he has any in the usual sense. He must be a much-traveled man, for just beneath his shirt cuffs,
         encircling both wrists with intricate design, are the beginnings of what must be vast and elaborate tattoos. I am very impressed
         with anyone who can so absolutely disregard convention.
      

      
      Charleton is a silent enigma, not having spoken so much as a word to any of us since first meeting. His face is kindly, although
         his eyes lack sparkle. His hair is prematurely gray and he seems very tired.
      

      
      Peterson is a thin and hungry-looking man, slow-spoken and droll, and thus already much valued as a companion. Now straddling
         a bench, he looks like the reincarnation of Ichabod Crane.
      

      
      Watkins is near him, sprawling in his seat as if even Lester could never alert him. He is very tall and in his debonair manner
         seems to patronize the gaunt figure pacing before him. He drums softly on a large silver belt buckle. He has a fine head of
         hair, blond, curly, and carefully groomed. Were his teeth better he would be an exceptionally beautiful man.
      

      
      It is not in my power to know the ultimate destinies of these new companions. Certainly I cannot perceive or even imagine
         that three of them will be totally abandoned by fortune, six will several times experience incredible fondling and protection
         by whatever fates dispense them, and even the indestructible Lester will one day succumb in such a prosaic affair that it
         would seem his doom had been merely postponed.
      

      
      Within a week it becomes obvious that our path to advancement will be strewn with thorns. Lester proves to be a devil, with
         a genius for probing his pitchfork into our most tender regions. His remarks are scalding as he becomes better acquainted
         with our individual faults. They become the more wounding because they are so frequently true.
      

      
      I am a favorite target since I am an idiot at hydraulics. I cannot seem to comprehend the innumerable relief valves or the
         exact function of each pump and line, much less draw the whole intricate labyrinth from memory as I am supposed to do. My
         private excuse is that the hydraulic system of an airplane is a mechanic’s business and that if the landing gear or the flaps—which
         the hydraulic system controls—refuse to go up or down, then there is nothing I can do to effect repairs while actually flying.
      

      
      I am equally thickheaded in the matter of engine theory and maintenance, perhaps because those engines previously responsible
         for supporting me aloft were of extremely simple design. They either ran or did not run; there was no compromise. In the latter
         situation you landed in the nearest corn patch. In spite of Lester’s insistence that a pilot should be thoroughly acquainted
         with the complexity of a Wright engine, I have difficulty visualizing myself climbing out on the wing and performing any beneficial
         repairs while still in flight. There were to come certain times when I devoutly wished it were possible.
      

      
      Lester’s caustic and brutally frank dictum becomes for us a standard flowing in the wind. “I do not care if you kill yourselves,
         but the company will care very much if you kill any of our passengers. We need their business. Since once you are in the air
         there is no practical way of separating you from our customers, you will completely master the meaning of flight safety or
         you will never go near the line.”
      

      
      Such businesslike thinking is not too easily assimilated by some of us who have been more inclined to regard an airplane as
         a basically joyous instrument. When skillfully rolled, slipped, spun, and dived, a plane could provide endless delight if
         not a bountiful income. For us there was still enough glamour left in flying to relegate all monetary considerations far to
         the background. We did not begin to fly because we might make more money with an airplane than we might have if otherwise
         employed.
      

      
      We are, almost without exception, in love. It is more than love at this stage; we are each bewitched, gripped solidly in a
         passion few other callings could generate. Unconsciously or consciously, depending upon our individual courage for acknowledgment, we are slaves to the art of flying.
      

      
      There is already ample proof that this love is not a passing infatuation or merely a steppingstone to be endured until time
         brings another opportunity. The wedding is permanent. Many of us are barely able to afford shelter and three full meals a
         day; indeed, some are existing on borrowed money, or have sold their planes or whatever they possessed in order to manage
         through this training period. Yet we should each have been completely uninterested if the company had offered other employment.
      

      
      Separation of the dedicated from the merely hopeful has been a crafty affair performed mostly by the line’s chief pilots.
         They are braced with a fixed set of standards from which, in self-protection, they rarely deviate. They are hard, suspicious
         men, navigating uncomfortably between what is a frankly commercial enterprise and a group of fractious, often temperamental
         zealots. And since it is also their lot to be the first to inform a pilot’s wife that she is now a widow, they do what they
         can to see within an applicant. They try to picture him a few years hence, when he may find himself beset with troubles aloft.
         How will he behave in sole command, when a quick decision or even a sudden movement can make the difference between safety
         and tragedy? Yet the chief pilots do not look for heroes. They much prefer a certain intangible stability, which in moments
         of crisis is often found among the more irascible and reckless.
      

      
      While Lester berates and McIntosh humiliates, we are separated into groups of three and allowed occasional relief from their
         porcupine society. Four times a week we are permitted to lie with our bride and actually fly an airplane. It is mostly a serious
         reunion, although when unobserved we still manage minor caprices such as vertical banks, sideslip approaches, and so-called
         cowboy take-offs. These energetics are not accomplished in an airliner, for we have thus far only been allowed to stroll through
         one. Instead, we are provided with a single-engine cabin plane in which we are supposed to perform, in actuality, lessons
         learned in the classroom. As medical students work over a cadaver, we have assigned problems to complete, each pilot taking over in rotation.
      

      
      Though accompanied by others who impatiently await their turn, a student pilot striving to master the technique of instrument
         flight and radio orientation may well be the loneliest man in the world. If his problem is ill performed the results are so
         painfully obvious that no combination of excuses can serve to forgive him.
      

      
      “God may forgive you,” Lester is fond of snarling, “but I won’t.”

      
      In practice flights a single mistake is allowed to breed further mistakes, as it must do in reality. All but the final sum
         is realized. Even so, the notion of disaster, what would or could have happened, lingers; and the chastened pilot will not
         be so lonely again until some dreadful time a few years hence when the scenery and the situation are real and he may learn
         to pray hurriedly.
      

      
      For weeks we follow the same routine. In the mornings we struggle with hydraulics, weather analysis, and paper problems flown
         in the Link Trainer. To the uninitiated this machine can rival the Chinese water torture. It is a box set on a pedestal and
         cleverly designed to resemble a real airplane. On the inside the deception is quite complete, even to the sound of slip stream
         and engines. All of the usual controls and instruments are duplicated within the cockpit, and once under way the sensation
         of actual flight becomes so genuine that it is often a surprise to open the top of the box and discover you are in the same
         locality.
      

      
      The device is master-minded by an instructor who sits at a special control table. He can make the student’s flight an ordeal.
         Godlike, he can create head winds, tail winds, cross winds, rough air, fire, engine, and radio failure. He can, if he is feeling
         sadistic, combine several of these curses at the same time. McIntosh, our usual instructor, is ever partial to such fiendish
         manipulations. When the flight is done and the student emerges sweating and utterly shaken in confidence, he will blandly
         point out that reality may one day treat him with even less consideration.
      

      
      Some of us soon learn to hate McIntosh. Only much later will we recognize that his persecution is well intended and thoughtfully
         designed to harden us for what is true and inevitable.
      

      
      While McIntosh appears easy enough with Lippincott and Watkins, who are more inclined toward engineering and mathematics,
         he is near despair with Gay, McGuire, and myself. His views on our potentialities as airline pilots are merciless and without
         subtlety. We are charlatans, flying clods, vastly overreaching our native capabilities. We belong back in some converted pasture,
         our empty heads adorned with helmet and goggles, our thoughts untroubled with the complications of bisectors, time-turns,
         localizer beams, and power graphs. Our temperaments are better suited to pure barnstorming or the happy-go-lucky, pseudo-romantic
         existence of a flying circus.
      

      
      McIntosh does not know how he tempts us. For a return to such a familiar environment would now be so comforting. Still awkward
         and unconvinced when we cannot see, we reflect all too often upon the peculiarly sensual delight found only in open-cockpit
         flight. We remember summer evenings when the air was smooth, the deep satisfaction in a steep sideslip down to a field of
         soft green grass, the wings of a biplane slow-rolling around the dawn horizon, the thrumming of flying wires in a dive through
         a break in the clouds, and the strangely pleasant odor of wood and shellacked fabric, of which our airplanes were made. All
         that is gone now. Like sailing-ship men, what we have left has already begun to disappear forever.
      

      
      A shrewd observer would know that our troubles in the school are circumstantial and therefore meaningless. We are students,
         but not boys. We already know what it is like to be responsible for the lives of others; indeed, few men suffer and fret like
         an itinerant instructor watching a student make his first solo flight. We simply cannot, as yet, conceive of the heavy responsibility
         to which we pretend. McIntosh’s efforts to sober our thinking only expose our tempers and reveal a shameful lack of discipline.
      

      
      Even so, a change falls gradually upon all of us. The early anxieties and raw-edged nerves have disappeared by the time our
         afternoon flights are flown over an earth which is also changing. The snow of the winter, which always makes the fields and
         villages below appear like perfectly executed scale models, is gone. Now from aloft the fields seem dead and unyielding, yet every patch of forest and the lands bordering the muddy streams are gently
         touched with a seemingly weightless powder of green.
      

      
      In the beginning of spring we are more certain of ourselves, and even Lester occasionally manages to maneuver his broken features
         into what could pass for a smile. Gay talks of marrying a girl from his home town once he is firmly established on the line.
         Lippincott, more effervescent than ever, waits impatiently for his actual assignment to one of the several possible bases.
         He is the star of our group and will doubtless be first to leave. Watkins still plays the clown occasionally, but his trickery
         is more intricate and assured. He delights in baiting the funereal McIntosh with such welcome diversions as pretending to
         have a fire in the Link Trainer. He reminds us that there is such a thing as laughter. McGuire seldom mentions his mythical,
         though much-loved

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

      
      
      Ernest K. Gann was the author of numerous books, among them The High and the Mighty, Twilight for Gods, The Aviator and The Magistrate. He died in 1991.
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