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Night
The thrill of flying in the dark

ILLUSTRATION BY GARY COX

NIGHT SLOWLY DROPS ITS veil across the land like a curtain falling on a 
stage. The increasing darkness gathers and obscures the features of 
the Earth below. Blackness spreads like smoke on water and softens 
the undulating terrain. The brilliance of the day’s sun is now but a 
memory, far below the horizon, as it passes on to brighten the morn 
of people on the far side of the globe. 

Tonight though, we are not alone, as the fading light reveals an 
explosion of the heavens. Familiar pinpricks of light fill the moonless 
expanse above. Light emitted from distant stars long before we were 
born travels through time and space and only now reaches this 
remote outpost of the universe called Earth. 

The very same stars shone over Columbus, Lindbergh, and 
Armstrong, noted explorers of the sea, air, and heavens. They beckon 
as signposts of the sky, so familiar and solid that they guide us as 

surely as the features of the Earth. Tonight 
these beacons of the night shine over us as 
we push through this sea of blackness.

After so many years aloft, I view as 
friends these lighthouses on far-off shores. 
Merak and Dubhe, lodestars of the Big 
Dipper, twinkle brightly in the night, their 
orientation directing navigators ancient and 
modern to Polaris (the North Star). Orion, 
the hunter of the night sky, is never far from 
view, his ever-present belt pointing toward 
Sirius, the very brightest of stars.

The nearest planets of our solar system 
play tricks with us as they rise over the 
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horizon. Venus shines bright with color, 
winking at us in the western sky. Mars bur-
nishes the eastern sky with its unmistakable 
reddish hue.

The sky was as constant for the ancients 
as it is for us today, but the Earth takes on 
many guises in the darkness. New York City 
appears consumed by frenetic activity as its 
light shines ’til dawn. Even a hundred miles 
distant, the glow of Broadway consumes the 
sky. In the center of our country, the 
Mississippi River cuts clearly across the 
grayness below as a black ribbon swallowing 
all light. The western states have such 
immense areas devoid of illumination, one 
wonders if there is still soil on which man 
has not set foot in this world. 

I elevate my seat up as far as it will go, 
fold my arms over the dash, and push my 
face up to the windscreen of this Boeing 
727. I can feel a cool breath on my face so 
close to the glass. Only inches away on the 
other side of the windscreen the 
40-degree-below-zero air is being violently 
ripped aside as we, at the tip of the arrow, 
hurtle through its sterile depths at 500 
miles an hour. Yet, on this side of the glass, 
a serene calm reigns.

I hear the rush of the atmosphere past 
the windscreen, white noise that, while 

not at all loud, obscures all else. In such a 
manner, with the confines of the cockpit 
behind me and only nothingness ahead, I 
can truly understand what it must feel like 
to be both an eagle and a turkey. My spirit 
soars with the magnificence of the 
moment, and at the same time I am 
humbled by the vastness of space. In my 
mind, I leave this crude mechanical device 
we call an airplane and set sail in both 
body and spirit as we fly in formation with 
the stars.

Pilots change their demeanor as dark-
ness falls. The enveloping night makes 
every pilot turn inward and examine his or 
her own purpose. Even the most garrulous 
can become taciturn as they enjoy the com-
fort of their thoughts before that of their 
voice. Red-eye flights from the coast can 
become a marathon of self-reflection as the 
natural enveloping influences of the night 
are magnified by minds too tired and numb 
to form speech.

Hours may pass with nothing more 
than the necessary communications with 
air traffic controllers assisting us as we 
speed through the night. Controllers who 
can’t seem to keep the tone of boredom 
from their voices as they shepherd the few 
of us forced to fly at this hour. I remember 

a night 30 years ago flying over 
Watertown, South Dakota, when I heard 
my controller clearing another lonely mail 
pilot for an approach at Great Falls, 
Montana. The controller’s sector encom-
passed the better part of seven states and 
he was still bored with inactivity.

Recently I accompanied Rod for an eve-
ning flight in his T-6. He was anxious to 
test out the plane after a winter’s hiberna-
tion. As the sun ebbed from the sky 
draining away the day, it became apparent 
to me that Rod has no instrument lights in 
the rear cockpit of his T-6—in fact, no 
lighting at all.

At first I thought this a serious problem. 
How could any self-respecting pilot fly an 
aircraft properly without an airspeed indi-
cator and altimeter? But as the needles 
blurred into the dark panel, I necessarily 
depended more and more on my natural 
senses. Real raw data! The position of the 
nose on the horizon, the sound of the 
engine and slipstream, and the highly 
developed sense of primordial flight resi-
dent in the seat of my pants. These refined 
sensory mechanisms can only be unleashed 
in the absence of light, like a blind man 
depends on his lesser senses to overcome 
his handicap.



Rod’s cockpit became a familiar place in 
the absence of light. I felt even more as one 
with the Earth, moon, and stars than if I 
were accompanied by the familiar glow of 
instrument lights. I had to concentrate to 
feel a coordinated turn without a turn and 
bank to reference. I had to judge my bank 
angle by the meeting of gray and black on 
the horizon.

SPARKING A MEMORY
One of my most memorable night flights 
occurred about 20 years ago. It was a flight 
scheduled to depart from Pittsburgh bound 
for Kansas City, about a three-hour leg that 
would put us at the hotel long past my idea 
of a civil bedtime. We were flying an old 
Douglas DC-9-30; even then it was an 
ancient and worn craft, having first taken 
flight in 1967.

Beginning the takeoff roll, the aircraft 
slowly accelerated down the length of 
Runway 28R—80 knots, V1, rotate. Pulling 
back on the yoke we leave the Earth and 
reach for the stars. There is the solid thump 
of the gear retracting into the wells, and 
then, the tower controller starts screaming 
over the frequency, “USAir 123, there’s 
sparks shooting out of your engine, there’s 
sparks shooting out of your engine!” You’d 
think from his panicked tone that he was on 
board with us. We stare at the engine 
gauges looking for some legitimate repre-
sentation of this startling report. But they 
sing on, two engines pushing in unison, 
nothing at all wrong in their world. We 
debate whether to ignore the controller 
when another pilot comes on the frequency, 

“USAir 123, this is USAir 456, there is a 
shower of sparks shooting forward from 
your right engine.” This pilot sounds calmer 
and is harder to ignore.

“Ding, ding.” The cockpit-cabin inter-
phone call. It is our imperturbable “B” flight 
attendant, Dean, all the way in the back of 
the airplane.

“Hey, Jeff.”
“Yeah.”
“It’s Dean.”
“Yeah.”
“There are sparks all up the right-hand 

side of the airplane.”
“Yeah.”
“They’re shooting about 30 feet forward 

of the engine.”
“Yeah.”
“It’s kinda scarin’ the passengers.”
“Yeah, thanks.”
The engine gauges still betray no indica-

tion of any ailment as we climb out through 
the darkness. The mystery confounds. What 
would cause an engine to emit sparks? 
Engines run or they don’t run, they catch 
fire, they compressor stall, but sparks? Is the 
fan section grinding on the cowl somehow?

“I guess we have to go back.”
“Yeah.”
We’re more annoyed than anything 

because we know that this will make for a 
very late night by the time we get to Kansas 
City.

“Let’s declare an emergency.”
“Yeah.” 
I realize that I’ve been saying “yeah” 

since takeoff.
“Why don’t you tell the passengers 

something.”
“Right,” I said, thinking it sounded better 

than “yeah.”
“Ladies and gentleman, from the flight 

deck.” I always have liked the sound of flight 
deck; it sounds more substantial than cock-
pit. I pause for effect and try to sound casual.

“We’re having a minor mechanical prob-
lem.” I’m thinking the people on the 
right-hand side of the airplane might just 
differ with that assessment. “We are going to 
be returning to Pittsburgh as a safety pre-
caution.” I like the sound of that. Safety 

precaution sounds almost as if we know 
more about what’s going on than the passen-
gers. “We’ll be landing in 10 minutes or so; 
flight attendants, please prepare the cabin 
for landing.” That should hold ’em. 

As I gaze upon the engine gauges they 
still betray no hint of malady that has seized 
No. 2. They perform like a pair of draft 
horses, yoked and stolid, pushing us through 
the night.

The controller inquires if we’d like a turn 
right at the outer marker to save time. We 
confer. Everything seems fine.

“Naw, maybe a couple of miles outside 
the marker.” No need to rush. We can take 
our time to get ourselves set up properly.

Suddenly the engine starts running 
very rough. 

“We’ll take a turn at the marker!” 
We glide down to an uneventful landing 

and keep it rolling into a gate at the end of 
the concourse. As we listen to the engines 
spin down I see the rampers all running over 
to look at our No. 2 engine. What could have 
caused this odd behavior? We scramble out 
of the cockpit, er, flight deck, to join the 
group gathering on the ground. 

A gigantic spring, part of the leading edge 
flap system, is lodged in the engine. Its end is 
hooked over the fixed inlet guide vanes at 
the front of the engine, and the aft portion is 
hitting the first stage fan section, chipping 
off metal and sending it back through the 
remaining turbine and compressor spools of 
the engine. 

The engine is completely destroyed.  
An expensive turn of events, as even on 
this ancient DC-9 a Pratt & Whitney JT8D 
is in excess of a million dollars. With the 
sparks we must have looked like a Roman 
candle shooting through the sky. But in 
this instance, the night was our protector, 
clearly defining our peril and guiding us  
to safety.

“Each flight was a hazardous experi-
ment, a perilous voyage into the unknown.” 
— Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Night Flight
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