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Big and Small



		Today’s planes vary greatly in size. Small, light aircraft are often used for short passenger trips, for sightseeing expeditions and for personal use. Very large planes are used to transport goods (cargo) around the world. Instead of having seats, these planes have a huge storage space in the middle called the hold.
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		The world’s biggest plane is the Antonov An-225. This super transporter can carry up to 80 cars!
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Flying Faster



		Today, most planes are powered by jet engines. Developed in the late 1930s by Frank Whittle and Hans von Ohain, these engines enabled planes to fly even faster. A ‘turbojet’ engine works by sucking in air, which is then squeezed, sprayed with fuel and set on fire. When hot gases shoot out of the engine, it pushes the aircraft forwards.
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		Super Speed



		
The world’s fastest plane was the Lockheed SR-71. This US spy plane was nicknamed ‘Blackbird’. Because it flew so high and fast, enemy planes couldn’t catch it. The Aérospatiale/BAC Concorde is a British-French turbojet powered supersonic passenger airliner that was operated from 1976 until 2003. It had a maximum speed over twice the speed of sound at Mach 2.04.



		In 1976, the Lockheed SR-71 set an air-speed record of almost 3,530 kph (2,193 mph). This was nearly three times the speed of sound.
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		The world’s fastest airliner, Concorde, could cross the Atlantic Ocean in about 3.5 hours (over twice the speed of other airliners). Concorde stopped flying in 2003, however, because it was expensive to run.



		When planes travel faster than the speed of sound we call them supersonic. These planes create shock waves in the air that you hear as a ‘boom’.
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		Water Wings



		
Planes have also been designed to take off and land on water. ‘Flying boats’ have a boat shaped body, with floats supporting the wings, while ‘floatplanes’ have floats positioned under the main body of the aircraft. Seaplanes are good for rescue missions at sea (if the weather is calm) and are often used to fly between small islands that have no runway.
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		Crowd Pleasers



		Airplanes have also been used for sport, leisure and entertainment. Crowds gather at air shows to watch planes race against each other, or stunt planes perform exciting acrobatics. Aerobatic planes are specially made to perform loops and spins. Sometimes, teams of pilots fly together to create an exciting aerial display.



		In the 1920s, wing-walking became a popular attraction at air shows and ‘flying circuses’. This dangerous pastime certainly drew the crowds!
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		Flights of the Future



		In recent years, scientists have been developing airplanes powered by renewable energy. Solar planes, for example, have long, thin wings covered in solar cells. These turn sunlight into electricity to power the plane’s engines. Other projects are trying to make aircraft quieter to lessen the impact on residential areas. Scientists are also developing aircraft that need less fuel and emit fewer harmful emissions into the atmosphere.
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		Orbiting Earth



		
Having mastered the skies, scientists then went one step further. In 1942, the V2 rocket travelled 190 km (118 miles), passing the boundary of space. Then in 1969, Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin became the first men to walk on the moon after traveling 400,000 km (250,000 miles) in their spacecraft, Apollo 11.



		Yuri Gagarin was the first person in space. In 1961, he completed one orbit of the Earth in the spacecraft Vostok 1. He travelled at hypersonic speeds (more than five times the speed of sound).
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		Space Travel



		Before the 1980s, spacecrafts were used just once. Then designers developed space shuttles that could be reused many times. This made space travel less expensive. The space shuttles had five powerful rocket motors and could reach 27,000 kph (17,000 mph). They were difficult to maintain, however, and some caused accidents. Of the six space shuttles built, the last was retired in 2011.



		In 2004, a new space plane called SpaceShipOne took its first flight. In the future, planes of this kind could take tourists into space, although the tickets would be very expensive!
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What’s Next?



		From the very first gliders to hypersonic spacecraft, developments in the world of flight have taken us on an incredible journey. While our ancestors dreamt of flight, they could never have foreseen the extent of global travel or space exploration. In the future, the use of new materials and different types of fuel will see the world of aviation changing dramatically again. What will you see next time you look up at the skies?
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