
An AOPA member contends that accidents directly traceable to inst1'ument flying

in one-engine aircraft are practically nonexistent. Utility of his lightplane

is inm'eased about 50% by going IFR when necessary

EDITOR'S NOTE: Is it safe to fly on
inst;'uments in a single-engine plane?
One of the more widely discussed as
pects of general aviation, the subject
got a tho;'ough going-over one night at
AOPA's Plantation Party at St. Peters
burg, Fla., last October. A group of
AOP A members got into the discussion
one evening after dinner, with some in
te1'esting comments and conclusions.
One member was particularly U1·ticu
late on the subject. He owns a single
engine airplane and flies it IFR when
ever the occasion demands, within his
own self-imposed limitations. The PI~
LOT asked him to put his thoughts on
paper for the benefit of other AOP A
membel·s. He did, and this enlightening
and thoughtful article resulted.

The subject of single-engine IFR isone of the oldest, yet most vigor
ous, subjects of discussion among pi
lots, particularly among those sitting
around an airport on a rainy day,
grounded. I've been a party to a lot
of it, having been on both sides of
the fence. Actually, like almost every
thing else in life, the answer is nei
ther black nor white.

While I can't speak for your atti
tude toward all this, I suspect you're
basically like I am: you have a fairly
strong desire to live. And I don't
think either of us is so egomaniacal
as to want to sacrifice his life on the
altar of bravery - if single-engine
IFR can be called bravery. Speaking
for myself, I have a strong liking for
inhaling and exhaling regularly, and
I like to eat, drink and make merry.
None of this would I sacrifice for the
dubious enjoyment of playing Super-
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man for a few fleeting moments.
So I too have been well aware of

this subject for a long time. And I
looked and studied and questioned
and argued over a long period of
time. The answer I came up with is
the one that still applies: nearly all
of this is pure superstition. Pilots
quite normally take strong sides. One
who has been flying twins much of
his adult life wouldn't think of sin
gle-engine "IFR. Others have been
doing" it for years, with no trouble.

The best way to turn superstition
to fact is to expose it to a cold, ana
lytical study. I've tried this, off and
on, several times over several years.
I tried it again a few weeks ago. The
answer today is exactly the same as
it has been over the years: there is
no significant evidence that single
engine IFR is any more hazardous
than twin-engine IFR. I asked a cou
ple of the sharpest accident investi
gators and analysts over at CAB 
the agency primarily concerned with
all accidents-to look into the subject
for me. The conclusion is the same:
statistically, it's just as safe to fly
IFR on one engine as it is on two.

They told me that there are a few
accidents each year involving truly
IFR operations. But even here, they
attach no significance to the number
of engines involved. The twins are
just as bad as the singles.

Of course, you have to be quite
clear and specific on the subject. They
(and I) are only saying this as re
gards flights deliberately undertaken
IFR, by properly equipped aircraft,
and instrument-rated pilots.

I suspect that there are strong

overtones of "bad-weather" accidents
involved in this discussion, and the
superstition that brings it about.
There are far too many bad-weather
accidents, and the majority involve
single-engine aircraft - simply be
cause there are a lot more of them,
and more inexperienced people are
flying them. But a bad-weather ac
cident, in IFR weather if you will,
is not - repeat NOT - a single
engine IFR accident.

The CAB is not the only one that
debunks this belief. The insurance
companies do, too. There are no such
restrictions on single-engine air
craft they insure, and the only re
strictions I've ever seen along these
lines have merely had to do with the
fact that the pilot should be properly
qualified.

Single-engine - or twin-engine 
IFR cannot be, by its very nature,
the kind of carefree, lackadaisical op
eration that a sunny-day VFR flight
is. The mere process of getting ready
for it, then doing it, just about con
verts the pilot to a professional. I've
said many times that the pilot who
gets and uses an instrument rating
is automatically a professional pilot
today, no matter what pilot rating
he holds.

By and large, therefore, this kind
of pilot fits a different mold from
that of the typical single-engine pri
vate pilot. Just to get the rating he
must be considerably more proficient,
more knowledgeable, and more care
ful. He makes damned few careless
mistakes. He picks his weather and
circumstances with great care;
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aircraft.
The majority of AOPA members who

took the 3600 Rating training - which
is the first four hours toward an instru
ment rating - flew single-engine air
craft. Of those to whom I put the ques
tion, the great majority expressed the
intention to go ahead to their complete
rating.

The willingness and capability to fly
IFR on one engine is the only practical
means of getting the degree of utility
out of a present-day aircraft to warrant
its high cost. Except for the low-cost
used airplane for casual fair-weather
flying, the present-day general aviation
airplane is moving fairly rapidly to
ward an increasing all-weather capa
bility - not in the airline sense of the
term, but definitely in a manner that
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or forecast for the route to be flown. No
IFR at night.

Now that I've bent your ear exces
sively on the generalities behind this
particular superstition, I have only
these remaining comments:

Single-engine IFR is more wide]y
practiced today than ever before. FAA
traffic control people regard such oper
ations as a matter of norma] routine.
It is not an occasional exhibitionist, try
ing to demonstrate his bravery to some
one.

This type of IFR operation is show
ing' a pronounced increase in daily gen
eral aviation activities.

At your recent St. Petersburg Plan
tation Party the majority of your mem
bers who indicated they have instru
ment ratings were flying single-engine
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Single·Engine IFR

there's no "to hell with it" attitude that
you so often find among other inexperi
enced - or experienced for that matter
-VFR pilots.

The IFR pilot quickly and vividly sets
minimums fOl' himself; at least I've
never met one who didn't.

Actually, the whole instrument-rating
business has the reverse English on it:
lots of g'UYSwho have instrument rat
ings legally simply won't use them,
larg'ely because they know they have
trouble coping with The System. So
they get the rating, either for its pres
tige or as a safety device - in case
they accidentally get caught on instru
ments while flying VFR - and never
use it again.

All of this leads to the key item in
this area: what happens if the single
engine quits? This is admittedly a
frightening thing to contemplate - and
herein lies the heart of the problem:
such a possibility is frightening, there
fore it should never be risked. Theoreti
cally, this is true, but it's only theoreti
cal.

Speaking practically and factually,
what does the record show? Engine
failures under deliberate, premeditated
IFR are statistically almost nonexist
ent. I can only remember one case,
al1d even that was due (as I recall it)
to the pilot's deliberately continuing
IFR into known icing conditions which
iced up his engine and cut off the air
to the carburetor. As I recall it, he de
scended dead stick on instruments all
the way down to warmer air, where I
think he managed to get the engine
started again.

This man, incidentally, is one of those
rare exceptions among single-engine
IFR pilots I know who seems to regu
larly stick his neck out. One of the more
hair-raising tales of this kind I read
not long ago was his account of a night
flight, on instruments, in thunderstorms
in a single-engine airplane. He seems
to have no compunctions about this,
something I know is not true of the vast
majority of pilots in this category.

Unlike the engines of years ago, our
present-day engines very rarely quit.
Even the number of engine failures
that do take place usually turn out to
be other types of failures that have
nothing to do with the structure of the
engine: fuel starvation, icing, etc. Ac
tual structural failures in these engines
are quite unusual these days - so un
usual, in fact, that they are well within
the bounds of acceptability when consid
ering all the risks involved in single
engine IFR.

The pilot who flies single-engine IFR
usually does it in his own airplane 
and he takes first-class care of it and
its equipment, just because of the kind
of flying he's doing. He is prudent in
many other ways; as I've already indi
cated, he has his own limits. Most of
them that I know, for example, have
the same iron-clad rule I have: no IFR
when icing or thunderstorms are known
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will make flying in borderline VFR, or
good IFR, a regular practice. In my
own case alone - with a relatively low
cost airplane - my ability to use my
airplane reliably leaped by as much as
50 'Ir, once I was able to accept a little
I FR here and there.

The twin. even the cheapest and light
est, will always be in the minority, if
for no other reason than basic eco
nomics. People like you and I simply
can't afford them. I'm sure that, if
money was no object, we'd both like a
twin - but not just any twin, because
there are light twins that actually
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aren't twins when it comes to single
engine performance. Individuals who
can afford twins can afford to choose
the other side of this superstition; the
same is even truer of corporation twins.
In the latter case, their professional pi
lots invariably scare their employers
into twins. In my opinion, the only real
case for the twins, other than the points
I've already made, is that they should
be mandatory for regularly flying IFR
to airline minimums, for "big" instru
ment weather, and for night flying.

Those of us who fly "little" instru
ment weather (no icing, no thunder
storms, no very low ceilings) have a
hell of a time logging any substantial
amount of instrument time during a
year. Five minutes climbing out of a
low ceiling into the sunshine on top, and
you're usually through with IFR for
the day. Or a five-minute letdown into
a good ceiling below for landing. As a
matter of fact, I've only had my instru
ment rating since 1958. I use it when
evet· and wherever it will serve me,
within my limitations. Yet, as of Nov.
15, 1961, I only have 166 hours of total
actual instrument time-and this in
cludes all my dual instruction before
getting the rating.

One final point: single-engine IFR is
not only here to stay, it is the current
state of the art, so to speak. Many
pilots are doing it now, soberly and de
liberately; they are not cowboys. They
are pilots and owners taking those steps

that are necessary today to just buy
ing and owning a contemporary single
engine airplane that costs anywhere
from $15,000 to $35,000 when fully
equipped. More and more of these own
ers are going into this activity. I know
tha t A0P A has constan tly, over the
years, recognized that this was the next
logical step, and has followed the pol
icy of emphasizing this to FAA so that
they can better design their traffic con
trol system to accommodate these users.
Fortunately, their representations on
this subject have been borne out by the
facts.

How well I still remember the large
group of airline pilots, not too many
years ago, who flatly refused to learn
instrument flying at all, contending that
"seat of the pants" flying had been
good enough for them all those years,
and by God they weren't going in for
any of that newfangled stuff. As I re
member it, the company actually had to
fire several of them. And I remember
talking with the country's No.1 or No.
2 airline captain many years ago about
a new airliner he had just test-flown for
the first time. He commented at some
length about the "flapping wings" in
rough air, and allowed as how the
damned thing was downright danger
ous, and he'd be damned if he'd fly such
a flimsy newfangled machine.

That was back in the early 1940's,
and the airplane was the first DC-3!
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