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HB-SIA take-off 
 

Smooth take-off 
On April 7, 2010 at 9:30am, under a bright blue sky, HB-SIA 
was taken out onto the runway of Payerne airfield. After a 
final briefing, Markus Scherdel settled into the cockpit. The 
test pilot had donned a windbreaker pilot’s suit, along with 
heated boots and gloves. The foam cockpit envelope has 
been replaced by a protective cage in steel tubing, open on 
all sides. The engines turned, the propellers churned the air. 
We’re off! The airplane set-off down the runway. Advancing 
at around 40 km/h, HB-SIA travelled less than 75 m before 
taking off. Smoothly, silently; at most a slight tremor. It was 
10:29am. 
 
One hour of flight 
Followed by hundreds of spectators on either side of the 
runway, the aircraft climbed to 1600 m. For over an hour, it 
circled like a vulture in the Vaud sky. On the ground, the 
flight test team, led by Claude Nicollier, gathered around the 
screens in the Mission room. A telemetry system (automatic 
transmission of data from remote sources) provided real-
time data from the sensors installed on HB-SIA allowing 
engineers to monitor all flight parameters online. Everything 
went perfectly. The rate of climb, estimated at 24-30 m per 
minute, turned out to be one and a half times faster than 
expected. At altitude, despite a wind of 15 knots, the aircraft 
remained stable. 
 
Maneuvers to test the prototype 
Markus Scherdel performed several maneuvers to test the 
prototype’s maneuverability. After this, he slowed the 
engine, descending by levels, and then flew a big loop until 
he was back on the runway axis. Landing an airplane of this 
size is a very delicate maneuver, but the test pilot had time 
to tame the machine and landed quietly on the runway at 
Payerne, to cheers and applauses. HB-SIA’s maiden flight 
had lasted 87 minutes. 
 
A dream comes true 
It had taken 7 years and the work of 70 specialists to build 
HB-SIA and get it airborne. This totally innovative enterprise 

 
Bertrand Piccard’s dream is now reality 
 

 
HB-SIA over Payerne 
 

 
HB-SIA  next to the Alps 
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HB-SIA landing 
 

had already attracted the honors of the international 
community. Several awards had been awarded to Solar 
Impulse, even before the success of the first big flight. In 
2009, Bertrand Piccard and André Borschberg were awarded 
the Brunswick Prize, which honors scientists for their 
outstanding results and their applications in the economy 
and society. And in January 2010, the Association of 
Professional Aeronautics and Space Journalists awarded 
them the Icarus Award. For the overall project they also 
received the Swiss Solar Prize on September 3, 2010. 
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