Riding On a Fire Sword

By Robert Pohl

Have you ever done a barrel roll?

I certainly hadn't either. I mean, the only time I ever fly is with

ticket in hand nad, for some unfathomable reason, barrel rolling is

frowned upon by the FAA as well as the airlines.Which is too bad,

because it's one of the more fun things you can do in a plane.

But let's take this from the beginning. I was in Moscow again. And once

again, the place fell apart while I was there. Seems to me it happens

every time - even when I DON'T plan it that way. So that gave a nice

offbeat background to our whole stay there. Nonetbeless, it affected us

rather minimally. Otto, of course, is a lot more affected, but then I've

already sent around his assessment of the situation, to which I can only

add an 'I agree' at the bottom.

Otherwise, the visit was pretty routine: Showed Eoin (a friend from

Berlin) around the place, went to some old haunts, including the Hungry

Duck - where we pulled bartending duty on lady's night (free booze for

women for two hours.) and went to some parties. But I won't bore you

with that. The big news was the fact that the guards who used to stanbd

stock-still in front of Lenin's tomb are now standing just as still next

to the flame marking the unknonw soldier's grave next to the Kremlin

wall. Oh, and the Maneg 3 level subterreanean mall is a pretty nice

place if you have about 10 times as much money as I do.And that it's

built in typically chunky soviet-style architecture.

But that's still not what made this trip such a success. It was

something Otto had asked me about well in advance: Did I want to fly a

military jet?

Easy answer: Of course!

Next question: Even if it costs 275 bucks for a half hour?

Slightly more difficult answer: Sure! I mean, how often do you get a

chance to do something like this?

Turns out a friend of Otto's, Mike, had done this, and absolutely raved.

You're strapped into the copilots seat of a L-39 Albatross (a

Czech-built trainer) and off you go.

Sounded like a great idea to me! So we went. A number of other people

had at first expressed interest in going, but the financial situation

put paid to that - they had to work, even on a Saturday - but Otto and I

left way early in the morning with Mike's driver (we decided that Otto's

Niva was unlikely to make the 3 hour journey) and got on the

Moscow-Minsk highway.

The weather was really pretty lousy as we left Moscow- drizzly and gray.

And it got worse as we got onto the road itself-rain. But there were

three hours and 250 km between there and where we wanted to be, so we

decided to do the only proper thing and fall asleep. When I woke up an

hour or so later, the sun was actually peeking through the clouds. And

the closer we got to Viasma, the better it looked. By the time we got to

the address indicated on our map, the only sign that it had rained were

the incredible puddles we had to fjord to get anywhere. Fortunately, the

Lada didn't submerge completely, and after a bit of asking, we had found

the clubhouse of the airschool that was putting this all on.

Of course, this was only the first step in the procedure.

All we really got here was a Propusk that allowed us to enter the

airbase proper (not the we had to show it or anything) and a guide to

lead us there. And after bumping past a number of well-camouflaged (a

blind man may not have actually been aware that there was anything

there) but unmanned guard huts, we were on the runway of the school.

Lined up along each side were about a dozen tiny jets, some in military

markings, others in a very neat red white and blue livery.

We were greeted by a number of extremely competent men (a rarity in

Russia) and shown about the place: lounge, briefing room, black box

room, cafeteria and toilet.  We were then taken up onto the roof as one

of the pilots taxied his jet to the end of the runway for takeoff - he

was to check how the conditions were aloft.

Which is bullshit. All he wanterd to do was fly through those puffy

little clouds that were all that was between us and a gorgeous blue sky.

Just enough clouds so that you had some feeling of height, but not

enough to spoil your view in any direction.

Well, that this pilot was pretty much just in it for the fun of it came

sharply into focus as he proceeded to buzz tower (also on the roof) at a

range of a few meters. I was ready to try it!

But first, we were given a thorough briefing: What the cockpit looked

like, how the ejection seat worked and what sort of maneuvers we would

be doing aloft. Fairly starightforward stuff, it seemed to me: A couple

turns, 45 and 60 degrees left and right, a steep climb, then a steep

descent, an Immelmann turn and a 'fighter's turn' and finally a couple

of barrel rolls. Sounded good to me!

So, first it was Otto's turn. He tried to chicken out by claiming he

needed to go to the bathroom, but his pilot told him that real pilots

piss next to the plane, so off they went.

I took lots of pictures: Of Otto getting his helmet on, of him peeing

off the runway, of him climbing into the plane, of him being strapped

in, of the canpoy being closed and him taxiing away. And then it was my

turn - I was to leave ten minutes after he did.

My briefing went a little more quickly, partly because I had heard it

before, partly because Otto's Russian was way better than my pilot's

English. But, as I said, I basically knew what was up, so it all didn't

take too long.

I, too was ktted out in helmet and oxygen mask, was shown how to climb

into the plane (the trick here is to step on the seat as you get in,

then allow the guy helping you take away the little mat that they put on

the seat before planting your butt on it.) I strapped my camera to my

wrist, scanned the dials to see what I recognised from the pictures in

the briefing room, and we were off.

I have to admit that I was excited as all get out. The only thing that

was nice was that the noises were all so  familiar - the jet on this

plane sounds exactly like the big jets. And the windup at the end of the

runway is exactly the same, too. OK, so the runway was a bit bumpier

(and I expect the suspension a bit tighter) but that didn't last long

and

WE WERE OFF!

I must admit that I instantly forgot everything that they'd said

earlier. All I could do was look down and around It's an amzing thing,

when you're used to looking out of a tiny port, and then basically just

being able to look to the side, now suddenly having almost 360 degree

vision. Plus, as I mentioned, the day was perfect, so I could see

everything.

The Anatoly's voice came on: Circle 45 degrees to the left. And we

suddenly banked into a hell of a tight turn.

Basically, looking to my right, all I saw was ground, and looking to the

left, all I saw was sky. Pretty cool.

Then Anatoly's voice again: "OK, you fly!" Me (think squeaky voice

here): "What?" Anatoly "45 degree turn!"

So, I summoned what little I managed to remember from the briefing

through all the excitement (and all that I remembered frmo flight

simulator) and pushed the joystick to the left until then artificial

horizon was stuck at 45 degrees. And it worked! I was flying the plane!

It did what I wanted it to (how much Anatoly was adjusting this, I do

not know, as he was far too polite to mention it) And then the same

thing, except now we were banking 60 degrees. It really felt as if we

were on our side.

But, oddly enough, it felt totally right. As far as my frame of

reference was concerned, down was still down and up still up. Just

because the ground was no where NEAR where what I thought down was

didn't really matter.

I could've flown on in circles for hours, but we had lots more to do. A

dive where all I could see ahead was ground, followed by a climb, in

which all I could see to the front was sky, sandwhiched by my first

intimation what G-forces are all about -I suddenly found myself unable

to lift my hand off my leg. An incredible feeling. Anatoly, on the other

hand seemed not to have any problems with this at all, or at least the

plane kept right on flying the way one would hope.

What I found amazing was how tight everything was. Which isn't too

surprising given the size of the plane, I guess: All it consists of is a

nose cone, space for two people, two stubby little wings and a huge

honking engine.

In a normal jet, the whole thing moves - wings flap up and down, the

overhead bins shake and the like. But none of that here. You feel part

of the sky, safe and snug in your tiny (but airconditioned, thank God -

I was sweating something awful) cabin.

Anyway, then the maneuvers got more extreme.

On two of them, I actually blacked out - I guess the G-forces just

pulled all the blood out of my brain.

But really cool was the Immelmann turn: It's basically a loop the loop,

but instead of going back around at the top, (where you're flying upside

down and the g-forces are crushing you and you're sort of wondering WHAT

you're doing here) when suddenly you flip rightside up and everything's

back to normal again.

Then it was time for the last maneuver - the barrel roll.  Anatoly

announced it and immediately pushed the stick all the way over. It felt

like we were just falling over. I jerked my head to the left in a vain

attempt to keep my frame of reference the way I wanted it, but succeeded

only in clonking my helmet agains the canopy.

At about 90 degrees, though, suddenly the same feeling that I'd had

earlier during the turn overcame me: All is well, just becase the earth

is doing sioly things doesn't mean that I'm having any problems here.

And suddenly we were upsidedown, then coming back up the other side and

back to straight and level flight.

Anatoly: "Barrel roll to the left!"

And this time, I just rode with it. It was an amazing feeling. It goes

completely against your impulses (like snorkelling - you can't imagine

breathing underwater, you have to force yourself to do it) but once

you're doing it, it's perfectly normal.

Anatoly: "Barrel roll. You fly"

So, I grabbed the stick and pushed hard and it was perfect. No qualms at

all. In fact, I think it's easier when you yourself initiate the

proceedings. So I flew a bunch more barrel rolls and would still be up

there rolling away except that it was time to head back. So I

relinquished the controls and went back to staring out the window and

trying to take pictures of everything.

The landing was as perfect as I'd imagined, and soon we were taxiing up

to where Otto was standing and taking pictures.

We backed into the parking space (well, we were backed in  the ground

crew just pushed the plane) the motors were shut down, I pulled back the

canopa release and was unbuckled. I climbed out of the cockpit a bit

shakily, I must admit. It had been a wild rollercoaster ride, after all.

And that, sadly, was that. We were handed signed documents stating that

we'd flown in the L-39, a bunch of advertising materials (which we

immediately passed on to folks at a party we went to that night, I think

Otto and I made a bunch of business for these guys) shook hands all

around and off we went.

Well, that was hardly it for that day, but I'm afraid it's late and I

better save it for another time.
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