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the of to these two pi 
together. Takmg long mternatIOnal flIghts whIle spendmg tIme socializing eces 
drinking, without sleeping, is a recipe guaranteed to produce a monstrous and 
debilitating case of jetlag. and 

As a consequence of writing this book, I have tried out several techniques r _ 
ommended by Fairechild and others who fly frequently and who write about 
negative effects of crossing time zones. Here are my suggestions for combattin e 
jetlag: g 

1. Long flights are for sleeping. 

2. Never drink alcohol. Use a sleep aid or a doctor-prescribed tranquilizer to 
put you under. 

3. Wear earplugs. Get the ones that equalize air pressure for greater comfort. 
4. Use more than one pillow. Take them from the overhead bin, if they are 

available, or ask the flight crew for extras. Place pillows in spots to sup­
port your body. Then, wrap yourself in a blanket and, lastly, attach the safety 
belt around you so that it shows. This way, the flight crew will not wake 
you if the plane encounters turbulence. 

5. Do not eat food until you have spent the major portion of the flight in sleep. 
Give instructions to the flight crew not to bother you. When awake, drink 
plenty of water. Keep hydrated. Bring your own food and snacks. Prepare 
your favorite sandwich to take along. After sleep it is OK to eat an airline 
breakfast meal on board. 

6. On arrival, expose yourself to sunlight as soon as possible. Taking walks 
is best. Get out in the sun, if it is available, every chance you get at the new 
destination. Experiment with melatonin to see if it helps readjust your body 
clock. Start with the smallest possible dose. 

7. Good luck. 
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Meals 

Some airlines hire chef consultants, They correctly perceive the situation as a 
public relations problem, but incorrectly believe that by attaching a chefs name 
to a bad meal, it will magically become a good one. 

Mark Bittman, 2000 

"Free" meals are the onboard treat of air travel. Many passengers look forward 
to food and even obsess over it. Eating during flight breaks the tedium and bore­
dom of travel, so people like to linger over their meals. According to a former 
flight attendant, "I can understand how airline meal services create a false sense 
of marking time .. . . I've seen how 'the service' even tempts people who aren't 
hungry! Plane boredom?" (Fairechild 1992,23). 

Shelly Berman has some pertinent observations about food in flight: 

Most airlines haven't gotten around to serving catsup. This is because no airline 
serves French fries. It's a shame. French fries would be incompatible with tile air­
line practice of serving toy meals. Airlines, in case you haven't noticed, serve min­
iaturized meals, but in such a way as to make it look like you're getting too much 
to eat. They give you little toy knives, little toy forks, little toy dishes, little toy 
vegetables , little toy steaks covered with little toy epoxy gravy. It's cute. (Berman 
1986,66) 

Calling attention to the controlled portions of airline food is interesting because 
this kind of packaging is similar to meals in hospitals, where our lives are alsO 
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in the hands of professionals. Unlike at home, we can only eat what is served on 
the plat~. The presentation will not allow for second servings, yet that is always 
a possibility if you are hungry enough and you handle the matter properly with 
the crew. But Berman is also right, the presentation gives the impression that we 
are being served food in abundance. "It's all in the toy plates. Look at your next 
airline meal. See how the food slops over the edge of. the plate. One touch of a 
fork will send food sliding off the plate. You won't think, 'This plate is too small.' 
you'll think, 'There's too much food here'" (Berman 1986,67). 

Airline food is also a principal way passengers are distinguished according to 
status. First and business classes have different service than coach. Many airlines, 
in fact, advertise gourmet dining for their most privileged passengers. Showcas­
ing food is also a principal means of competition among air carriers-often in 
place of touting safety records and on-time service. To make up for the lack of 
quality of the coach meal compared with other flight classes like first class, air­
lines now offer an increasing variety of meals to cover individual taste prefer­
ences. The food may not be good, but you can have it fixed "your way": 

Apart from the children's meal, American Airlines offers these options: bland/soft 
(suitable for those with ulcers); diabetic; gluten-free (no wheat, rye, barley, oats, 
which people with celiac disease cannot digest); low calorie; lactose-free (no milk 
products); low carbohydrate; low fat and low cholesterol; low sodium; Moslem; 
Hindu; Kosher; vegetarian; and strict vegetarian (excludes milk products and eggs). 
(Colors 1995) 

In short, the airline meal service is perhaps the most differentiated, most ar­
ticulated aspect of the flight. With so many options now available, passengers 
are customizing their meals, although they might still prefer one typical first class 
service to all the different choices for coach. Meal options seem to be one way 
that airlines now personalize their service for coach passengers. This kind of in­
dividual attention is a simulation, and a way of obscuring the more fundamental 
class distinctions of air travel. 

Despite the proliferation of meal types and the focus on food in the competi­
tion among air carriers, the question of eating on planes raises a number of seri-
ous matters about air travel that are almost universally ignored. First, most in­
flight meals are notoriously unhealthy. They are "typically high in fat, full of sugar 
and salt, chemically processed, bland, with pasty sauces, and lacking wholesome 
complex carbohydrates" (Fairechild 1992, 23). Second, cooking arrangements 
compou:nd health problems. "In-flight meals are heated in a hot air oven at over \ 
300° C~microwave is never used because it interferes with navigational equip­
ment" (Colors 1995,22). Or, as Diana Fairechild says, "Airline meals are only 
frozen dinners, not fresh food. They are heated in aluminum pans, not glass or 
copper pots . .. . Flight attendants are not trained chefs; moreover, since deregu­
lation (1978), attendants are regularly handicapped by malfunctioning ovens and 
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Food offered at terminals is progressing from typicalfranchisedfare, 
seen in the photo, to more elaborate options, as savvy passengers prefer 

to eat off the plane rather than on. 

carts" (1992, 23). Hot air heating of food ruins many meals even before they are 
eaten: 

Some vegetables, such as peas, may cause flatulence when reheated. Fried foods 
go soft and flabby; vegetables with high water content separate sauces served with 
them; during reheating, sauces that are too thin slide off entrees, and those that are 
too thick dry out. Because air pressure interferes with the palate, some airlines add 
sugar to their champagne and wines. (Colors 1995,27) 

Third, Diana Fairechild, a retired flight attendant and now consumer advocate, 
calls attention to the most pertinent aspect of air travel with regard to eating in 
flight: Airplanes fly at around 35,000 feet or seven miles high. At this altitude 
the cabin must be pressurized for comfort. No airline pressurizes to sea level, be­
cause the cost is prohibitive; instead, most aim for a cabin pressure equivalent 
to 8,000 feet .hJ.gh-<1992, 23). This means that meals are taken as if passengers 
were sitting on top of a high mountain. At this elevation, low air pressure means 
gases build up in the intestines. Fairechild asks, "I've wondered how, in particU­
lar, first-class passengers can pack away an eleven-course meal in flight with their 
organs already swollen from low air pressure! The choice, of course, is an indi­
vidual one: arrive energetic, or drag heavy guts of undigested excess baggage, 
then spend a week struggling with the body's demand for meals at odd hours" 
(1992,23). 

In discussing Fairechild 's claim with friends, they all were incredulous regard­
ing the alleged figure for pressurized cabin elevation. Passengers don'tjeellike 

they are at a high altitude when traveling by jet. In checking her figures on a re-
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cent transatlantic flight, the pilot reported that the cabin was pressurized to 6,500 
feet-lower than Fairechild's number but still quite mountainous in height. On 
other domestic flights, pressurization was always over 6,000 feet. Fairechild may 
bave exaggerated the exact figure, but not the concept that we all fly at pressur­
ized elevations comparable to being on top of a mountain. Why it is that we don't 
feel that way i~ a~ intere~ting ~uestion. The answer lies partly in the fact that the 
passenger cabIn IS supplIed wIth more oxygen than available at that height on a 
mountain. This explanation seems to contradict an even more important claim 
by Fairechild regarding oxygen deprivation in economy class. Despite these com­
plications, Fairechild's recommendations on how to eat on planes possess some 
validity. Passengers should correct their eating habits for height. 

When considering which of all the available food choices are the most health­
ful for air travel, especially on long, international flights that involve the prob­
lem of jetlag, Fairechild (1992, 23) recommends fasting, i.e., not the vegetarian 
plate, the low-fat plate, or any other "healthful" alternative offered by the air­
line, but not eating at all. "There isn't really anything I would recommend eat­
ing on commercial jets except, maybe, the bread out of Frankfurt." Flying six to 
eight miles high means that people should approach eating on planes the same 
way mountaineers do with regard to eating at high elevations. "Among moun­
tain climbers it is known that a pure carbohydrate diet gives one an 'altitude ad­
vantage' of about 2,000 feet, i.e. , climbers have found that they can function on 
less oxygen on a pure carbohydrates diet. ... So it makes no sense to eat any high 
protein meals" (1992, 24). 

If you cannot fast on your trip, then still refuse all airline food and pack your 
Own healthful carbohydrate-enriched snacks. Mountaineers and backpackers, for 
example, eat "gorp" or other high-energy concoctions. "Or, consider bringing a 
raw potato to cook on board. You'll have to wait until the regular meal service is 
over, then ask a galley attendant to throw it in an empty oven, 450 degrees for 
one hour" (Fairechild 1992, 25). 
. Clearly, it would take an unprecedented alteration of mass consciousness for 

: ~assengers to giv~ up their in-fl~ght meals, regardless of the health benefits. 
~ng on board, haVIng those specIally wrapped and sealed controlled portions 
bel ded to you by the friendly fligh~ attend~nt, is sim~ly too muc.h of a treat, too 

. pful a boredom buster, to be demed. Cunously, dOIng away wIth meal service 
lllight actually lower the ticket price for jet travel. A significant portion of the 
COS~ is wrapped up in food-its supply, preparation, and garbage disposal. Ac­
COrdlOg to one account: 

'J,he.63 million rolls and 7.5 million croissants that Delta AirLines uses every year \ 

6
0r In-flight catering are part of a huge shopping list. On average it buys per day 
5552 . .. ' , in' chicken breasts, 49,267 lIters of wme and 93,646 creamers. Food and cater-
g cost an average $5.50 per meal (all classes). (Colors 1995,27) 
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Furthermore, as one example, British Airways has to dispose of 11,500 tons 
of garbage per year from its catering facility at Heathrow airport alone (Colors 
1995,27). 

By dispensing with all food preparation in flight, the price of an airline tiCket 
might drop and people might have fewer health problems from traveling. Wby 
don't passengers consider bringipg their own food on board, for example? As our 
discussion of air malls has also shown, there is an increasing number of gour­
met dining options at large airports. Perhaps people who are concerned about in­
flight meals can take advantage of eating possibilities either before or after their 
flights. 

I have had several positive experiences of this kind. In 1992 I was returning 
from an international trip with my family and we had to change planes at Charles 
de Gaulle, outside of Paris. We had several hours to kill before our flight home. 
Looking around for eating options, I noticed an advertisement for a gourmet res­
taurant high above the terminal building with prices that were still reasonable. 
The entire family came. We found an elegant restaurant with wide glass windows 
for observing flights and white tablecloths on the tables. The food was absolutely 
superb. In fact, it was as good a meal as others I had eaten on our trip, although 
perhaps not the very best. 

As air travel becomes a more accepted part of life and as terminals continue 
their functional differentiation as places to linger in as well as to leave, superior 
dining options will proliferate. LAX has already moved in this direction by in­
viting Wolfgang Puck and other gourmet chefs to open franchises at the termi­
nal. Other airports, like O'Hare, offer alternatives to eating on the plane. Fuel­
ing up before a flight in a healthier eating environment, or bringing your own 
favorite food on board, may make more sense than perennially complaining about 
bad airline meals. According to people like Fairechild, it is also better for you. 

16 
Crashes and Air Safety 

Running half a hour late, Pan Am flight 103 departed London's Heathrow 
airport bound for New York City on the evening of December 21, 1988. The 
747 carried 243 passengers along with 16 crew members .. .. Passing over 
Lockerbie, Scotland, the aircraft disintegrated when an explosion occurred in 
the forward baggage hold. 

Andrew Ayers, 2000 

Caught unawares at breakfast, after work, or at a bar with the TV on in the back­
ground, we have all seen the headlines: "Sudden Death in the Air," "Absolute 
Irreversible Tragedy," "Plane Crash Kills 112." Whether smacking into a fog­
shrouded mountain or plunging horribly into the cold ocean, the pictures of a 
Commercial airline wreck are always gut-wrenching. We remember these events, 
perhaps because of their complete suddenness, their total loss of life, or the fi­
nality of the whole experience, in a way that is different from other kinds of deaths 
that we hear about or even experience secondhand. Images remain forever in the 
mind-the 747 forward cabin of the Pan Am jetliner sitting crushed but intact 
On the windswept field in Lockerbie, Scotland; the burnt-out hulks of two planes 
that crashed on an LAX runway in 1991 with all lives lost; the mid-air collision 
downing PSA flight 182 with all lives lost; the downing of TWA flight 800; and 
SO on. One observer recently noted, "Of all transportation industries, airlines have 
endUred an almost mythological association with catastrophe, inspiring decades 
of disaster movies and spawning a cottage industry in fear-of-flying courses" 
(Goetz 1999, W-l). 
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