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TEST FLIGHTS   

 

Markus Scherdel tests before Solar Night Flight 
After the maiden flight, the entire Solar Impulse team mobilized 
to prepare the historic non-stop day and night flight. Its main 
mission was to demonstrate the feasibility of a night flight 
without fuel and powered only by solar energy. Between April 
and May, Markus Scherdel made several flights to test the 
handling of the aircraft and to improve its performance. The 
pilot was able to make turns with a tilt of 10°, beyond the 
planned limits, without risk of losing control. Changes were 
made to the aircraft, particularly to the spoilers (flap on the 
wings to create drag, reducing speed) and horizontal stabilizer 
(flap at the tail of the aircraft), which were enlarged. The 
cockpit was installed. At the end of the fourth test flight, on 
May 16, flight director Claude Nicollier judged that HB-SIA was 
very close to being able to fly entirely on solar energy. Until 
then, indeed, all flights, including the maiden flight, had been 
made with batteries charged on the ground.  
 
André Borschberg takes control 
On 24 May, it was André Borschberg’s turn to take the controls. 
After a briefing at 5am and three taxi tests, the new HB-SIA 
pilot took-off for a one-hour flight, which proved somewhat 
turbulent towards the end. Four days later, finally HB-SIA made 
its first flight powered by solar energy. That day, after activating 
HB-SIA’s solar generator, André Borschberg marveled at the 
way it worked: "I could see the energy reserves increase, even 
though the engines were consuming the entire time." 
 
 
Visibility simulation 
To prepare for the night flight, the Solar Impulse team 
organized a visibility simulation at night in the hangar. Were all 
the control panel screens clearly visible? The test proved totally 
conclusive. 
 
Up to 4’000m 
For the eighth test flight, powered entirely by solar energy, 
Markus Scherdel took back the controls, flying the plane up to 
about 4’000 m. Despite all these tests, unknowns remained. 
Neither the aircraft’s engines nor its structure had yet 
withstood the test of very high altitudes and long duration 
flights, two key factors for a non-stop day and night flight. 
 
 

HB-SIA’s  take off 
 

 
Markus Scherdel and Bertrand Piccard 
 

 
André Borschberg, Bertrand Piccard and Claude Nicollier 
 

 
Visibility simulation of the cockpit at night 
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HB-SIA over the Alps 
 

Longest and highest test flight 
On June 24, the test pilot flew for 14 hours and 7 minutes, up to 
8’717 m. This 9th flight was not without difficulties. Abnormal 
vibrations forced the pilot to halt a maneuver, and engine no. 4 
presented malfunctions. These setbacks were a reminder of the 
experimental nature of the prototype. Despite this, the Mission 
team observed that the aircraft had become more stable,  
thanks to the improvements made after each test. 

 

 


