To get them into the air, he gets into their heads
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American Airlines pilot Stacey Chance has developed a fear of flying online course to help folks ground those worries.

· Newsroom Roundtable: Newsroom Roundtable: Read Q&As on fear of flying 

Stacey Chance doesn't just fly for a living. Chance lives to fly, whether crisscrossing the country at the controls of a commercial airliner or gliding over the Delta in his two-seat ultralight. And this self-described flying nerd would like everyone else's spirits to lift as they taxi down the runway for a spin in the wild blue yonder, even us chickens who would rather roost on terra firma.

So, five years ago, this American Airlines pilot with nearly 20,000 hours of flight under his belt launched a one-airman campaign to make the skies a bit friendlier. Chance began offering a free online course that combines psychology and aviation to help jittery fliers. Customers defray his costs by making small donations or buying his self-published book, CD or brand-new DVD. He sells a few books and DVDs each day.

"It's kind of a hobby that helped pay for itself," Chance says. "It's neat to see it take off."

Even as commercial flight has become an essential -- and for some, an everyday -- part of life, it remains an anxiety-provoking mode of transportation for many -- this despite the fact that driving to the airport is statistically many times more dangerous than boarding the plane.

As many as one in four people are at least mildly afraid to fly, says Al Forgione, director of the Institute for Psychology of Air Travel in Boston. Glen Arnold, a Bakersfield aviation psychologist, says those numbers are even greater: Nearly half the passengers on any given flight experience some degree of discomfort. One in eight suffers from full-blown aviophobia and deliberately avoids flying altogether.

Think John Madden and the Madden Cruiser. Other fearful fliers: science fiction author Isaac Asimov (he wrote of spaceflights to other worlds but was grounded in this one), singer Aretha Franklin and director Lars von Trier.

Not all fearful fliers seek help. But the flight fright business counts on the fairly steady stream of customers who do. After the Sept. 11 attacks or a major airplane crash, business drops off until people again steel themselves to climb back into the passenger's seat.

Fear of flying is as common as it is involuntary and, like most phobias, usually develops in adulthood, psychologists say. Fear of flying is particularly common among young mothers.

Reid Wilson, a North Carolina psychologist and author of the book "Don't Panic," says flying can trigger a number of disorders from claustrophobia to panic, which mostly revolve around one central fear: "It really comes down to that they are afraid because they are out of control."

Fearful fliers are usually highly intelligent, creative people who feel trapped in the cabin because they can't flee, the natural human response to fear. Few admit these fears, realizing how ridiculous they sound given the statistically slight chances of perishing in a plane. Yet when the plane takes off, so do their imaginations. "It's like they have a movie projector in their heads" picturing every catastrophic scenario, Chance says.

So many white-knuckle the armrest in silence, they have no idea others in the cabin share their anxieties. "It's extremely pervasive," says Jeanne McElhatton, a licensed pilot who 30 years ago founded the Fear of Flying Clinic at San Francisco International Airport.

Even Chance, not a licensed therapist but a veteran commercial airline pilot who has soothed his share of nervous passengers throughout the years, had no idea just how pervasive. Between 30 and 40 people take his course each day and dozens gather to rap about their fears on his message board, grateful to unite with fellow sufferers. "It was eye opening," Chance said.

His is just one of dozens of programs that help fearful fliers cope, part of a burgeoning field that took off when the major airlines eliminated fear-of-flying programs in lean economic times. Most of the programs emphasize deep relaxation techniques coupled with basic information about aeronautics. They are offered online, over the phone, one-on-one or in groups. They supplement the courses with books, CDs and DVDs.

Captain Truman William "Slim" Cummings, a Pan Am pilot, blazed the trail for would-be flight-deck therapists such as Chance. A World War II bomber pilot, Cummings became internationally known for creating the first "Freedom from Fear of Flying" program in 1975 and writing a seminal book by the same name in the 1980s.

The main thrust: Pavlovian anxieties escalate on the ground, taking off long before the flight does. "The sooner that you can get the person to do things to take over some sort of control, the better," Forgione says. "They have to learn how to think like a relaxed person."

Chance, who feels most relaxed when he's in flight, charted a course in the skies as a teenager. He began washing planes at 14 to earn money for flying lessons, worked as a ground and flight instructor at 19 to help pay for his college education in aeronautics and signed on with American Airlines at 25.

In July 2001, Chance, 47, a Napa native who lives in Discovery Bay with his partner, a flight attendant, her son and their 31/2-year-old golden retriever, discovered how frequently people search the Web to find help for fear of flying. Concerned for his passengers who down vodka with a Xanax chaser in that futile effort to quell high-altitude anxiety, Cummings found a preoccupation becoming a side occupation.

His new DVD calls on therapists and nervous fliers, pilots and mechanics, air traffic controllers and airline dispatchers to share deep relaxation techniques and practical tips, the basics about how airplanes fly, weather and turbulence, and the rigorous training of flight crew and the reliability and maintenance of modern aircraft. One of the main problems: People don't understand jet propulsion. And, they see the airplane cabin as a dangerous cage rather than a protective cocoon.

"People say they are nervous flying up there at 39,000 feet with nothing underneath them," Forgione says. "There is plenty underneath them. Air moving at 600 miles an hour is like having concrete under your wings."

Helping people grasp these and other concepts is Chance's goal. He says he finds his greatest reward in the steady flow of e-mails from grateful customers whose symptoms fade like contrails. One such customer, Jim, who hasn't flown in 19 years because of in-flight panic attacks, e-mailed Chance that he is considering taking his kids to Florida this year.

Discovery Bay school teacher Denise Sneath, 33, who developed aviophobia in her mid-twenties, was filled with dread several years ago when her parents surprised her with a trip to Hawaii to celebrate her wedding anniversary. A quick Internet search propelled her to Chance's site. She now flies to Hawaii with her husband and kids once a year.

"It made a world of difference," says Sneath.
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