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The fi l m i n g  of 
• • •  DAwn 
flGt1T 

by LAWRENCE M. LANSBURGH 

L ights bl azed, battalions o f  techni

cians manned their television cam

eras, and the crowd strained to see 

the celebrities. Every time a movie 

star appeared the on lookers went wild. 

My Associate Producer, Claire Wiles, 

and I stepped out of the long black 

l i mousine and sauntered past the 

l i ghts, cameras, cops, cables, and 

hordes of people to the relative calm 

of the lobby of the Los Angeles Mu

sic Center. There hundreds of fa

mous faces were i n the milling throng 

awaiting the start of a very special 

evening : We were attending the 48th 

Annual Academy Awards Presenta

tion-and sailpl anes had put us there. 

Our film " Dawn Flight" had won an 

Academy Award nomination. 

The Search for a Fresh Approach 
Almost three years earlier, I had 

come to real ize that a sailplane in 

flight is  an incredible thing. My 

brother Brian and I had filmed some 

television spots for Bud Murphy's Sky

sail ing Airport in  Fremont, California. 

We satisfied the TV station's require

ments, and I was pleased with our 

aerial photography. But I knew that 

soari ng could provide a visual treasure 

whose potential we had barely 

gli mpsed. The question was how to get 

a key to the treasure chest, how to 

open up the potenti al . 

Every film I had ever seen on soar

ing left me very unsatisfied. Some 

were documentaries with a narrator 

patiently explaining that a thermal is 

hot air going uphi l l ,  and then solemnly 

and poetically saying that flying is 

beautiful .  We can su that. We don't 

have to be told. Other films were at

tempts to capture the beauty of flight, 

but they ended up as loose confedera

tions of pretty shots, or tricky shots 

without a strong theme to tie them to

gether. 

I wanted to take a fresh approach 

in a soaring film, to use motorless 

flight not as an end in itself but as a 
means to express something that was 

on my mind. I'm not a preacher; I 
knew that the film had to entertain, to 

reach out to the earthbound as well as 
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to the soa r ing pi lot .  I had to come u p  

with an idea. 
One morni ng,  with  the help of 

coffee so strong i t  hardly needed a 

cup, the idea came . Cla ire  and I k i cked 

i t  around, shaped it ,  developed it, 

despaired over i t ,  and final ly  ended 

up with what we wanted.  Then I 

wrote a detai led shooting script.  Now 

al l  we h ad to do was get back i n g  for 

the project, l i ne up some ships,  and get 

the greatest pi lots in the country to 

fly them . We also h ad to find an 

actor. 

The Search for "The Flier" 

"Dawn Flight" is  about a man and 

his  obsession with soaring.  Since the 

character is  fictional ,  our approach is  

dramatic rather than documentary.  

The role  of The Flier dema nded a 

good actor. But should we get a pi lot  

and teach h i m  to act ,  or an actor and 

teach him to fly? Considering t ime 

and budget, both would be i mpossi

ble .  We solved the problem i n  Ash

land, Oregon,  home of the Oregon 

Shakespeare Festival . 

Denis Arndt is a superb actor. 

Shakespeare, Shaw, I bsen, O'N e i l l-he 

handles them all with power and 

finesse. And he knows how to give a 

convincing performance for the cam

era.  He signed on for " Dawn Flight" 

and immediately began to develop and 

explore the character of The Flier.  

But could he fly a sai l p l ane? Before 

Denis stood on a stage, he had spent 

some ti me sitting in  the cockpit-five 

hundred hours in  fixed-wing aircraft 

and six thousand hours as a m i l itary 

and commercial hel icopter pi lot .  Just  

before we started shooting,  we p ro

vided him with some sai lp lane instruc

tion. Soon he was doing formation 

aerobatics. He could fly a sailplane.  

The Search for the Pilots 

Formation aerobatics l ie  close to the 

heart of "Dawn Fligh t . "  The fi l m  

opens with a chase . The Flier ( pl ayed 

by Denis,  of course ) i s  being pursued 

by another sai lp lane .  No m atter what 

The Fl ier does, no matter what violent 

maneuvers he goes through, he cannot 

shake the mysterious red ship flying 

close behind his el evator. 

This kind of flying is  just plain  

dangerou s.  And it  is suic idal  for  the 

weekend pi lot .  We needed profes

sionals, superb pilots who would not 

exceed their capabil ities no matter how 

difficult the flying got. 

It was Bud Murphy who started us 

filming sai lplanes,  and i t  w as Bud 

J U N E  1 9 7 6  

. . .  by h i s  red to rmentor  . . . 

. . .  unt i l  he fl i nches .  

1 5  



· . .  a n d  does n ' t cower when  it comes .  

1 6  

M u rphy whose solutions to a long 

string of problems were to bring 

" Dawn Flight" to the screen . Three 

of the four sa i lp lane p i l ots who were 

capable of doing w h at we needed 

worked at Skysai l i n g  Ai rport. Bud 

bel ieved i n  what we were doing, and 

he gave them t ime off to work on the 

picture.  

George Bernstei n ,  B arry J acobsen, 

and Ken Couche are commercial 

pi lots, fine i n structors, and they can 

safe l y  fly close to each other in strange 

and exotic att itudes.  Now, if I could 

j u st get them some sai lpl anes to fly . . .  

Finding sai lp l anes just about stop

ped the whole p roject cold in its 

tracks .  Bud Murphy's sai lpl anes are 

his bread and butter.  Since our main 

l ocation was Pope Valley,  Cal i fornia, 

not Fremont, taking Bud's ships away 

would deprive him of a lot of business. 

It w as goi n g  to be tough enough for 

him with Skysail i ng's chief mechanic 

and two instructors off to the north 

performing for the cameras.  

The Search for Sailplanes 

I started to look for sa i lp l anes.  We 

needed two, one for The Flier and 

one for his  nemesis, the m ystery pilot.  

We needed aerobatic ships of the 

same type so flight ch aracteristics 

would be equivalent.  And the two 

ships had to be different colors. If 

they were both white, how could the 

audience tel l  them apart in  closeups? 

I decided to search for I - 26's, since 

they are the most com mon.  It  seemed 

that I tal ked to thousands of people. 

I offered to arrange complete i nsurance 

coverage. I offered to pay a fair re ntal 

(no freebies on this show). I offered the 

chance to participate in a motion 

picture which was going to enter the 

Academy Aw ards competition . 

No takers.  

People did not want to part with 

their ships ( can't say that I blame 

them ) ,  and club committees would 

take forever to reach a decision . 

Defeated, the producer of a flying 

picture with no airplanes, I went back 

to Bud. 

"Oh, wel l ,"  he said,  " 1  can part 

with a couple of I -26's  if you're in a 

bind.  We' l l  work something out.  Busi

ness isn't  that good this  t ime of year 

anyway . "  ( What I didn't  know then 

was that M arch was the best time of 

year for soari ng.  There is a l ot of ac

tion under the cumulus clouds. And 

when the n o rth wind comes into Fre

mont and bounces off Mission ridge, a 
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student pilot with twenty m i n utes i n  
his log book could stay u p  all  day i n  a 
Ford truck . Business was good . ) 

So I said to Bud,  "Wel l ,  s ince busi
ness isn't that good, could you also 
part with a 2-3 3 ?  We need a camera 
ship . "  

B u d  gazed at t h e  base o f  a develop
ing cumulus and said, "Sure .  No prob
l e m . "  

W e  were ready to fly. T h e  cameras 
could rol l .  

Mounting the Cameras 

We had to study The Flier and 
watch him struggle with his  problems 
in  his  n atural h abitat-a l i ttle pod of 
aluminum and plexiglass far above the 
earth. That meant a three-way m a r
riage between acti ng, flying, and 
photography. 

For some air-to-air shots, either my 
brother or I got i n  the front seat of 
the 2-3 3 with a camera, m ade sure 
there was a pi lot i n  the back seat, 
took the canopy off, and f1ew-a 
wi nged ai rscoop doesn't have the 
greatest L/ D, but the cameraman sure 
has flexibility.  It  w as beaut ifu l  shoot
ing out in the open like that. I alw ays 
came down with bug spots on my 
teeth . I even got a leather flying hel met 
and goggles for the job. ( It's great to 
own a leather flying helmet and ac
tually have a reason to use it . ) 

The 2-3 3 was good for air-to-air 
long shots, but we also h ad to move 
in  close to our actor. With Denny's 
flying skills ,  there w as n o  way we 
were going to sit h im i n  the cockpi t 
on the ground and fake it .  He could 
fly and act at the same time. 

So we attached remote-controlled 
cameras to the I -26's .  The cameras' 
batteries and off/on switches were in 
the cockpits.  We put our small World 
War II gun cameras on the wingtips 
and the tail .  O n  to the nose went a 
1 6mm Arriflex, a professional motion 
picture camera which w e  also used on 
the groun d  with a tripod under i t .  We 
only flew with one remote camera at a 
t ime;  it had no effect on the ship's 
flight cnaracteristics.  

Now all that the Skysail ing pilots,  
Tim O'Neill  from Calistoga, and Denis 
Arndt had to do was release from the 
towrope, turn o n  the camera, and fly.  

Air-to-Air Framing 

In the story, The Flier uses every 
conceivable maneuver to try to shake 
his  mysterious red tormentor.  We did 
some very extensive planning so th at 
our pilots would not rub airplanes to
gether. 
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The most beautifu l ,  and the most 
dangerous, m aneuver was the forma
tion loop. The Flier, i n  a yellow 1 - 26,  
pul ls  up and goes al l  the way over the 
top with the red ship right on his  tail . 
George Bernstein flew the trail  posi
tion. The first time he tried it, he was 
too far behind the yellow ship for 
the ground cameras to get both in 
the frame. Then, as the sai lpl anes 
pulled u p  i nto the loop, the distance 
narrowed too rapidly and George had 
to rudder hi mself out of the loop and 
away from the yellow ship's chunk 
of sky. 

Back to the ground for more plan
n i n g  and discussion. 

As with al l  our pi lots' maneuvers, 
the solution l ay in t iming and relative 
position.  The two sailpl anes started 
the loop with a dive, of course . An 
i m agin ary horizontal l ine  drawn back 
from the lead ship's nose would just 
i ntersect the trail ship's nose . So, al
though the ships were at the same al
titude during their dive, the relative 
position of the trail aircraft was below 
the lead and much closer than before . 
Then, as they pul led up,  their longi
tudinal axes j ust about l i ned up.  After 
the top of the loop, coming past the 
inverted position ,  the lead ship put 
out ful l  spoi l ers so h i s  gatheri ng speed 
would not put h i m  too far ahead of 
the following ship,  whose airs peed was 
very low at the top of his loop . 

Barry and Ken flew lead for our 
ground cameras and for our ai r-to-air 
camera in the 2-3 3 .  Flying lead re
quired smooth,  precise movements.  It  
was also the more dangerous position . 
A nudge in the el evator would have 
been a disaster. But the formation 
l oops were elegant. N aturally,  for 
closeups Denny flew lead. We mounted 
the Arriflex on the n ose of Den ny's 
yellow ship, put a wide-angle lens on 
the camera, and poi nted it back to
ward the canopy.  On the screen the 
audience clearly sees Denny's face, 
part of his wings, and his e m pennage. 
Right beh i n d  his gl ider,  we see the 
red gl ider zeroed in on h i m  l i ke an 
angry red w asp . Behind the two air
craft,  the horizon does everyth ing but 
stay level as the ch ase goes on.  
Planning for Panning 

One shot i n  " Dawn Fl ight" might 
be a fi rst i n  aerial photography . A 
camera out on the w i ng act ually 
moves. Some people swear that we 
had a phantom camera operator up 
there.  
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I wanted to put  a camera about 
halfway out on Denny's right wing .  
Then in one shot  with  no cuts  I 

wanted to see h is  whole gl ider.  The 
only lens wide enough to cover the 
whole ai rcraft would be a fisheye, but 
that would distort the picture. I 

wanted to use a normal l e n s .  
S o  Brian bui l t  a p a n n i n g  device, a 

machine to move the camera from 
left to right.  

We strapped the p anning machine 
and the camera to the top of Denny's  
r ight  wing near the leading edge . We 
installed a l l  the necessary w i res and 
switches. Denny and George got a 
double tow and we waited. 

The camera on Den ny's  wing was 
pointing back at the empennage . Once 
off tow, George got behind Denny and 
cl icked his  mike button to s ignal  that 
he was in posit ion . Then Den n y  hit a 
switch and the camera rol led.  On the 
screen we see Denny's  yel low vertical 
stabi l izer and the red gl ider's nose 
snuggled up to i t ,  just  a few feet on 
the other side. With the flip of another 
switch,  the camera panned smoothl y  
toward the cockpit an d came t o  a 
preset stop with the canopy perfectly 
composed i n  the frame. 

So that the camera would not catch 
Den ny casting furtive glances at i t  to 
check i ts  posit ion,  there was a micro
switch on the pan n i n g  machine.  When 
the panning action came to a stop, the 
switch l i t  a red l i ght on the instrument 
pane l .  That  was the signal  to the 
actor/pilot for "Action . "  A t  th is  poi nt 
i n  the scene, The Flier looks back, 
sees the red gl ider, and throws h i s  
yel low ship i n t o  a dive.  

This shot req uired compli cated tim
ing .  But  everyone had done his home
work . The fi rst take was perfect .  

Three-in-Line, t h e  Ultimate Problem 

One of the tech n i q ues  of making a 
good fi l m  is to use different points  of 
view.  We shot from the grou nd,  from 
the 2-3 3 camera s h i p ,  and fro m the 
I - 26's  themselves with re m ote cam
eras. Now we w anted to put a camera 
right beh i n d  the red ship.  No matter 

what the maneu ver, the camera had 

to stay in positioll behind red, and 

red had to stay behind yellow .  

W e  i m mediately ruled out a cam era
man i n  fhe front seat of the 2-3 3 .  This 
combination worked fine for other 
shots. But in something l i ke a l oop,  
g-forces would have bad effects on the 
cameraman's  steadiness,  not to men-
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T h e  h idden  p i lot  i s  Ken  
i n s u  red bette r 

A r n d t  s i zes  u p  e pa n n i n g  
w h i c h  m oves t h e  c a m e ra 
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tion overstressing the ship.  
The answer lay with  the A rriflex 

and a third 1 -26 .  Bolted rigidly to 
the nose as before, the camera would 
now be pointed not back at the cock
pit ,  but straight ahead. The third sail
plane would be n othing more than a 
camera pl atform. 

It had been i mpossible to fi n d  two 
1 -26's i n  a l l  of Northern Californ i a  
except one p l ace. I got on the phone 
again .  

"Listen,  Bud, we've come u p  with 
this  fantastic idea . . .  " 

A n d  once again Bud M u rphy saved 
the day. By this time, just about the 
only parts of Skysai l i n g  remaining in 
Fremont were the hangar, B u d  
Murphy, one l ine  b o y ,  and a be
wildered bookkeepe r .  

W e  bolted the c a m e r a  o n t o  our n e w  
camera pl atform and handed it  over to 
George. 

George's problem was to fl y  third 
in an in-trai l  formation with a couple 
of new twists thrown in .  He not only 
had to fly the ship,  h e  had to put the 
picture frame i n  the r ight p l ace. And 
he could not  see  through the camera 
because it w as out on the nose, five 
feet away from his eye. Now suppose 

George was a little too far back and 
had to catch up. Easy, right? Just ease 
the nose down and slide right up.  But 
when you put the nose down, you r  
subject aircraft goes right th rough the 
top of the camera's frame and van
ishes. All you see is the ground.  
Positioning and a dash of spoilers on 
the two ships  made things come out 
right.  

Suppose the two lead ships are snak
i n g  all  over the sky i n  a quick series 
of steep turns .  J ust fol low them, right? 
Wel l ,  in this follow-the-Ieader forma
tion,  they were far beyond the side of 
the frame during a turn . George had 
to skid through his turns. He nailed 
the two lead ships m ade thi ngs come 
out right.  

An Incredible Sequence 
On the screen, the shots are in

credible .  Out i n  front, the yel low ship 
is twist ing and turning for al l  i t  i s 
worth . The red ship is right behind it .  
And the camera faithful ly fol lows 
them both, no m atter what they do. 
One of the most spectacular scenes 
shows the gl iders skimming low over 
the hi l l s , fol lowing the terrain down 
to a pond. As they arrow over the 
w ater, at an altitude of five feet, we 
are certain that this is going to be a 

T h e  nose ca m e ra is rea d y  to s h oot D e n i s  A r n d t .  H e  w i l l  
t u rn i t  o n  afte r re l e a s e .  T h e  s n u b- n osed 1 - 2 6  f lew bea u 
t i fu l l y  i n  stra i g h t  a n d  leve l fl i g h t  as  we l l  a s  a e robat ics .  
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very w e t  l a n d i n g .  But t h e y  m i s s  t h e  
w a t e r  and thread t h e i r  w ay through a 
couple of trees. 

The filming of "Dawn Flight" con
tinued.  Spins, low altitude chases, for
mation rol ls ,  dogfighting,  even a l i ttle 
straight-and-Ievel flight-our pi lots 
did i t  a l l ,  then did it  again because 
they were even more obsessed with 
perfection than the producers .  Cam
eras rolled i n  the air .  Cameras rolled 
o n  the groun d .  Week after week we 
fol lowed The Fl ier  through his ad
ventures and problems.  
The Plot 

The chase at the beginning of 
"Dawn Flight" ends with a brush with 
d isaster.  The Flier, driven to distrac
tion by the nemesis on his tai l and 
ham-handing the stick all over the 
cockpit, goes into a spin . Paralyzed, 
he does not get out of it until  the last 
possible foot of altitude. Later, he 
w alks to the top of a mountain to 
calm down ,  collect his  thoughts, and 
w atch other sailplanes doing some 
ridge soari ng.  Then the red ship ap
pears from out of nowhere and dives 
straight at him. 

The Flier throws himself  to the 
ground and n arrowly m isses being hit . 
Furious and tired of being chased, he 
picks h imself up and climbs a rock 
pinnacle where he stands his ground, 
arms folded across his chest. 

Again the red sailpl ane dives at him. 
The Flier does not move, and the ship 
pulls up in time. 

Now The Flier takes to the air to 
do battIe with the m ysterious pilot i n  
the r e d  1 -26.  Again, t h e  r e d  s h i p  ap
pears behind him, and the dogfight 
begins. 

Finally,  The Flier gets behind the 
red sailplane, then eases his ship 
alongside. For the first time, The Flier 
( and the audience ) see who the 
mystery pilot is .  

Who is  he? If  you'd l i ke to find out, 
I'd suggest you see a 1 6 mm print of 
"Dawn Flight . "  Contact Pyramid 
Films, Box 1 048 ,  Santa M o n ica, Cali
fornia 90406.  Or give the m a call at 
( 2 1 3 )  828-7577.  

Some people h ave sa id  that  our  dog
fight is really an aerial ballet .  What
ever you cal l  it, the flying is beyond 
belief. George Bernste i n ,  B arry J acob
sen, Denis Arndt, Ken Couche, and 
Tim O'Neil l  create art with the stick 
and rudder. And the Nomination for 
the Academy A ward belongs to every-
one who worked on "Dawn Flight."� 
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