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The sad demise of the 747, the icon that inspired a generation of pilots
To many, the 747 personiﬁed ambition; it was inspirational. If you put your mind to it, you
could achieve anything

THE SECRET PILOT
27 October 2020 • 10:50am

11

he ﬁrst time I piloted a 747, I was 14 years old. Easing away from Terminal 4 at London
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Heathrow, I can still feel the thump through my seat each time the nose wheel rolled
over a light in the taxiway. The distant hum of the four Rolls-Royce engines behind me

like four thoroughbred racehorses in the stalls. Relaxed and ready to perform.
Instructions from Air Trafﬁc Control… turn left here, turn right there. The anticipation
building as we edged closer to take-off. As I turned onto the runway, the lights disappeared
off into the distance, illuminating the ﬁrst few steps of our epic journey ahead.
Squeezing the four thrust levers forwards, my teenage hand struggled to get them to move in
unison. The captain, calm and reassuring, lined them up perfectly for me, giving us 20%
power, and coaxing a whine of anticipation from the engines. And then, a pause.
“Ready?”
I nodded, swallowing hard. Here we go.

ADVERTISING

Pressing the Take Off/Go Around buttons on top of the thrust levers, all four automatically
moved forwards to set take-off power. The engines came to life, the excited whine
transitioning to a dramatic scream and then relaxing into a reassuring purr. Pushed back in
my seat, the thumps from the nose wheel came faster, rhythmically increasing into a
constant vibration.
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“Rotate!”
Before I knew it, we were at our take-off speed. I gently pulled back on the control column
and the vibration from the nose wheel ceased as it lifted off the ground. Thirty metres behind
me, the aircraft pivoted back over the landing gear, the tail sinking lower to the ground.
Then, with effortless ease, the wing bit the oncoming airﬂow and we powered into the sky. I
was ﬂying a 747.

Inside the cockpit of a 747 CREDIT: Getty

Of course, at 14 years old I wasn’t actually ﬂying a 747, I was in a full motion ﬂight simulator
on the edge of Heathrow Airport. However, as far as I was concerned, I felt as if I really was a
747 pilot. The captain was the father of a (still) close friend from school, making all my
aspiring pilot dreams come true by giving me this incredible opportunity. Before this
moment I had wanted to be an airline pilot when I grew up, now I was going to be a pilot. It
was going to happen.
Fast forward 25 years and I’m now a proud pilot on the Boeing 787 Dreamliner. As BA, the last
of the UK’s two 747 operators, retires its ﬂeet, I know that I shall never ﬂy the jumbo for real.
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However, sometimes dreams are better left unfulﬁlled.
For me, the jumbo still holds that romance, untainted by the transition from desire to day-atthe-ofﬁce. To many, the 747 personiﬁed ambition; it was inspirational. If you put your mind
to it, you could achieve anything.

It seemed as though the QE2 had taken to the sky CREDIT: Getty

As people watched 300 tons of metal roll out of the Seattle hangar for its maiden ﬂight in
1969, many wondered how such a behemoth could ever leave the ground. It seemed to defy
the laws of physics. After its inaugural departure from London Heathrow a year later, one
observer commented that it seemed as though the QE2 had taken to the sky.
Yet, as this feat of human achievement gathered speed and lifted effortlessly into that chilly
February sky, it showed a new generation that their dreams were limited only by their
ambition.
My earliest memory of ﬂying on a 747 was with the iconic Pan American Airways sometime
in the late 1980s. Gazing out of the terminal building as a wide-eyed seven-year-old, this
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extraordinarily graceful shape ﬁlled the entire window and the rest of the world seemed to
fade into the background. I was transﬁxed.

On board an early model CREDIT: Getty

Since then, some of the most inspirational moments growing up involved this incredible
aircraft. Climbing the spiral staircase of the ‘Classic’ up to the ﬂight deck; turning in low over
the illuminated Pyramids and watching a night landing into Cairo; descending over the San
Bernardino Mountains, seeing the four runways of Los Angeles International Airport appear
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out of the sprawling neighbourhoods; boarding a Singapore Airlines 747-400, bound
ultimately for Auckland, to begin my training as an airline pilot.
At signiﬁcant moments of my life, the 747 was there to inspire me, to push me on. Even
parked alongside my modern Dreamliner, the jumbo still looked elegant, ageing gracefully. If
I was ever having a low day at work, the sight of a laden jumbo taxiing past, wingtips
drooping under the weight of fuel, was all it took to me make remember why I wanted to be a
pilot in the ﬁrst place.
A few years ago, I had the opportunity to move onto the 747 ﬂeet, but I turned it down. Why?
They say never meet your heroes and the 747 was my hero. As she came to the end of her
career, surpassed by newer, more technologically advanced aircraft, I didn’t want the image
of my hero ruined. I wanted her to pass into retirement still held in high esteem, the pin-up
on my bedroom wall. The Queen of the Skies is ‘the one that got away’ and do you know
what? I’m happy with that.
The Secret Pilot is a Senior First Ofﬁcer on the Boeing 787 Dreamliner. He has over 10,000
hours ﬂying experience both around Europe on the A320 family and worldwide on the 787.
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