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OUTWARD BOUND IN A SMALL PLANE

“When people have the courage to journey into the center of their fear, they find nothing.  The terror was only layers of fear, being afraid of itself.”




Peter McWilliams

“What on earth am I doing here?”  I asked myself incredulously, and then looked around the small front office of the flight school quickly to see if I had actually spoken aloud.

I had been driving down a busy four-lane highway during the morning rush hour, when I saw the shadow of a small plane against the sun as it lifted from the runway of an adjacent airfield. Spotting the turnoff onto the airport road directly ahead, and without stopping to ponder the list of chores awaiting my attention, I pulled off.


It was a beautiful April morning. Meadowlarks sang, and the fields surrounding the runways were turning green. Various aircraft were sunning themselves on the ramp, dew still evaporating from their surfaces. A sign on the front of the flight school advertising demo flights lured me in.


The office was small but pleasant. Sunlight filtered in through the metal slats of the window coverings and splashed onto glass cases that lined the walls and were filled with textbooks and maps and flight paraphernalia.


The woman sitting behind the desk greeted me warmly. “Hi, my name’s Jean.  I'm a flight instructor, as well as the Flight Center Counselor in charge of recruiting new students for the school.”


I reached for Jean’s outstretched hand and only then realized how cold my own fingers were.


“Hello. I must tell you I really don’t know why I’m here.  I mean, well, as you can see.” How can I explain? After all, I was no kid, staring wide-eyed into the skies, dreaming of someday commanding an F-16, but a middle-aged woman - a grandmother - out running errands before my swing shift began at a downtown law firm.


“I've never even been in a small plane before,” I babbled on. “As a matter of fact, I'm afraid of flying.”  That was an understatement!  My fear of flying was crippling, so strong that it had kept me grounded even from commercial airliners, except for once or twice in my entire life.

“And, of course, I couldn’t afford to take lessons. I mean, I know how expensive they must be. And then there’s all the time involved. I have a busy life already. The studying! There must be a lot to learn. I’m not young. I don’t know if I have the coordination anymore, or the ability to store away all those facts and figures. I’ve just-sort of - always had this dream.” My voice trailed off almost to a whisper.

But I realized I needn’t have bothered to explain as I watched Jean’s gaze shift momentarily out to the ramp. “I, know,” she said softly, then more matter-of-factly, “but you’re here, and you can still go for the demo flight.” My mouth went dry and my legs turned to rubber. What a fool I was. I couldn’t actually go out and face the nameless terror that gripped me at the thought of being 1,000 feet off the ground in that tiny toy-like thing.

Nonetheless, that feeling that had called me in here was still there. It was lying dormant and waiting, as yet unrecognized, but stronger than the fear.


Jean, who I later found out had a background in psychology, could read on my face the mixed emotions I was having.


“How about we just go out and sit in the cockpit?” 


That seemed harmless enough. The little Piper Warrior she selected was gleaming in the sun’s rays, and as the engine sputtered and caught, the smell of aircraft fuel and the sight of the furiously spinning prop blades so close in front of me kicked off a mysterious excitement.


“How about we just taxi around for a little?” Jean shouted over the roar.

Why not, I thought? We didn’t have to leave the ground just to taxi. As we inched forward, Jean cleverly continued to distract me with chatter about how to use rudders to steer, and the purpose of each instrument. Eventually, even with the unfamiliar engine noise ringing in my ears, my tension began to dissolve.


By the time Jean got around to suggesting that we take the runway, I was ready to go. And at the magic moment, the little aircraft lifted from the earth, the pounding of my heart and the spinning in my head changed form, and I discovered what that mysterious, unrecognized “something else,” had been. It was exhilaration, unlike no other, and it accompanies all pilots into the sky on every flight.


The sun was high in the sky by the time we walked across the ramp toward the office after securing the airplane back in its place on the line.

My fear of flying was not gone - and I knew it probably never would be. My insecurities about being able to learn all I would need to know to be a competent pilot were even stronger than before. And, of course, the money to finance the project had not drifted down from the sky along with our little plane upon landing.

But in a split-second that forever changed my life, I knew that even the remote possibility that I would someday hold that pilot’s certificate in my hand would be worth everything I had to go through to get it. 

It was going to be the challenge of a lifetime - for me the ultimate Outward Bound experience and I was going to go for it!

I received my private pilot’s license in August of 1991 at age 50, after many long months of challenge in learning the intricacies involved in flying an aircraft while integrating fear management techniques to overcome my apprehensions in the air.


























