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DAY AND NIGHT FLIGHT   

 
Bertrand Piccard helps André Borschberg dress up 

First attempt : 1st of July 
All the time and efforts devoted to analyzing the smallest 
detail and to calculating as many possible scenarios allowed 
the Mission team to declare HB-SIA ready for its first non-
stop day and night flight. Take-off was set to take place on 
the morning of July 1. The day before, all elements of the 
aircraft were checked and the generator panels cleaned and 
polished to ensure optimum operation. In the excitement of 
the final preparations, everything looked just fine when a 
telemetry system transmitter broke down. This device, the 
size of a small box, transmits to the ground all the technical 
data, the flight configuration and the position data. It 
represents a vital link in the chain between the aircraft, the 
pilot and the Mission team, which had to decide to postpone 
the flight. A replacement transmitter was delivered quickly 
from Germany, but the engineers and technicians had to 
relay each other for four days to configure it.  
 
D-Day: 7th of July 
Finally, on July 7 at 6:51am, André Borschberg took-off with 
HB-SIA on its first mission. He started climbing up to 7’000 
feet, or approximately 2’100 m, keeping this height for 
several hours and remaining in the test area around the 
Payerne airfield. Following instructions from the Mission 
team, he then moved towards Lake Neuchâtel, climbing to 
10’000 feet, just over 3’000 m. He remained at this altitude 
until about noon, flying backwards and forwards along the 
Jura mountain chain. 
 
HB-SIA entering the night 
On the ground, all the indicators in the Mission room were 
green. HB-SIA could continue its ascent. For hours, the four 
engines powered by the solar generator propelled the 
aircraft to its maximum altitude, at an average speed of 23 
knots. At 6:43pm HB-SIA reached 28’608 feet or 8’720 m, an 
altitude at which the outside temperature sank to -20° C in 
the cockpit. Cold and fatigue were the only difficulties 
experienced by the pilot. Each stage of the mission was 
proceeding perfectly. After 14 ½ hours of flying, at 9:30pm, 
André Borschberg switched off the solar generator. A half 
hour later, the sun set and HB-SIA plunged into the night. 
 

 

 
Last preparations before take-off 

 

 
André Borschberg ready to go 

 

 
Perfect take-off 
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Form airplane to glidder 
For more than four hours, the plane flew without any 
electricity, slowly gliding downwards. Such energy is called 
potential energy. The higher the plane climbs, the longer its 
descent. At the beginning of the night, however, HB-SIA lost 
altitude faster than expected. But thanks to the Mission 
team’s instructions, the pilot was able to avoid areas of 
down winds and extend his glide. Around midnight, the 
aircraft was at 4’500 feet, slightly less than 1’500 m, the 
altitude it needed to maintain until sunrise. André 
Borschberg then switched-on the battery power. The surplus 
electricity accumulated during the day now served to power 
the engines. 
 
Last hours before the sunrise 
During the hours that followed, the satisfaction of the 
mission team was growing. Indeed, HB-SIA was consuming 
less energy than expected. At 4:30am there was no longer 
any doubt that the plane had enough reserve energy left to 
fly until sunrise and beyond, until the solar generator could 
take over from the batteries and allow HB-SIA to regain 
altitude. Although alone at the controls, André Borschberg 
was nevertheless followed by countless fans around the 
world. On the Solar Impulse website, the energy charge 
levels of HB-SIA were visible in real time, and a countdown 
clock announced the time left to the success of the mission. 
 
Solar Night Flight: mission complete! 
At 5:46am, on July 8, HB-SIA became the first solar-powered 
airplane to successfully complete a night flight. From one of 
the cameras in the cockpit, the pilot came into view on the 
web screen. As the sun rose above the horizon, he looked at 
his watch and smiled. An explosion of joy resounded through 
the HB-SIA hangar. Deeply moved, Bertrand Piccard hurried 
to congratulate André  Borschberg on the radio: Solar 
Impulse had not only met its challenge, but had also lent 
credibility to the content of Bertrand Piccard’s lectures, who 
for more than 10 years had been saying that renewable 
energy and new technologies would permit the impossible in 
terms of saving fossil energy. 
 
Three world records 
By validating the fact that the HB-SIA had returned with a 
54% charge level in its batteries, the International 
Aeronautical Federation (FAI) officially awarded three world 
records to the first solar-powered airplane capable of flying 
day and night. The records were for: flight duration (26 
hours and 11 minutes), maximum altitude ever reached by a 
solar plane (8’700m) and gain in altitude (8’261m in 11 hours 
and 53 minutes). Ten days later, on July 18, it was Markus 
Scherdel’s turn to fly at night. Unlike André Borschberg, the 
test pilot made a night take-off, powered by the batteries, 
landing after 57 minutes, still at night, relying on the 
runway’s lighting. 

 

 
HB-SIA entering the night 

 
 

 
The sun rises: mission accomplished 
 

 
Bertrand Piccard congratulates André Borschberg 
 

 
Solar Impulse Team 
 


