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Captain Mike Russell standing 
on the passenger loading ramp 
at the entrance of the Dash 8 
Q300 aircraft



Meet Mike Russell, an ordinary sort of bloke with an 
extra dose of charm. Born and raised and still living in 
Hawke’s Bay, Mike has forged a successful career from 
his lifelong dream of flying. 

He is an active sportsman who enjoys competitive sports, like the 
Triple Peaks challenge and mountain bike riding. When his feet are 
not in the air or fixed to a bike pedal, his extracurricular activities 
revolve around the family business and their lifestyle property. 

Mike is a training captain for Jetstar, and during the day he puts on 
his pilot’s uniform and heads to the airport, where he ensures the 
company’s captains are the best they can be. 



How many years have you been flying?
I started in 1998, did my training, and began ambulance 
flying at Bridge Pā. I stayed for six years. Next came Air New 
Zealand as a commercial pilot until 2015. After some time off, 
I started with Jetstar in 2017 as a training captain. My job now 
entails training first officers and captains. I sit in the cockpit 
with them, analysing and coaching. I question all their 
decisions and watch their responses. Their reactions can have 
a huge effect on outcomes, particularly communications. It’s 
amazing how many captains stop communicating when they 
are busy concentrating.  

I also work with the flight simulator in Sydney, but most of 
my flying career has been based out of Napier, which is really 
cool and I feel very lucky about that.

Why a pilot?
I always wanted to be a pilot, since I was a wee lad. I actually 
didn’t think I could do it, as I was an average student when 
it came to maths and English. I took physics at school to help 
me get into aviation and failed! However, I do have a strong 
determination and tenacity (this sometimes gets me in a bit of 
trouble, too).

I discovered that when you find your dream career, just 
because it’s your dream doesn’t guarantee you will achieve it. 
But if you just stick with it and work hard then comes reward. 

I taught myself to study well and focused on forming good 
habits. Bridge Pā is a great flying school and I had tough 
instructors who didn’t let me get away with anything. 
Like Peter Kidd – a fair but hard man! He really wanted his 
students to succeed, which explains it. And while he was 
hard on me, he also gave me some opportunities. I had to hold 
down several jobs while studying ... it was difficult going all 
round, but absolutely worth it in the end.



What aircraft have you flown and which is your 
favourite to fly?
I started flying two-seater training aircraft at Bridge 
Pā – just you and the instructor. Then I progressed 
to six- to eight-seater Cessna planes which are more 
complex, allowing you to change the pitch on the 
blades. Next came the commercial passenger planes: 
SAAB 340 and de Havilland Dash 8 are both turboprop 
powered airliners. Air New Zealand and Jetstar have 
Dash 8s as part of their regional fleets. They carry 50–55 
passengers at a time.

The Dash 8 is my favourite. I’ve spent over 5000 
hours flying this aircraft. It can take a lot of fuel on 
board, as well as a full load of passengers, has really 
good performance and can take off and land on short 
runways – a real advantage over a lot of other planes 
of the same size. This means the Dash 8 can land in 
smaller towns, and with the extra fuel, it can avoid the 
expensive refuelling at regional airports, which keeps 
the accountants happy!

What does a typical day look like for you? 
I am on a shift roster. These mostly start either first thing 
in the morning or mid-afternoon – and are usually eight 
hours. I get to the airport an hour before my first flight to 
get a feel for the day’s flying. I will check out the in-depth 
weather reports, check on planned fuel loads and burn 
times and look at any faults or concerns with the aircraft. 
Then I look into what the passenger loads are like. From all 
this I can map out the day. I then look into the air traffic 
controllers’ and pilots’ notes to check on any reported 
turbulence or things like ice. Lastly I check up on industry 
or company notices, which could have updates on policies 
or regulation changes.

All this information prepares me so I’m ready to go. Most 
of my shifts start and finish in Auckland, but if I can end 
my day in Napier, that’s great.

Napier Control Tower



Captain Mike Russell and First 
Officer (under training) Sam 
Paton in the cockpit of the 
Q300 aircraft



What is it really like to be the pilot flying into 
Wellington on a windy day?
It’s actually fun and always challenging. There’s 
nearly always a wind; it’s just its strength that 
changes. The captain makes the decision to land 
when the weather is challenging, but I always consult 
others like the crew and the tower and assess the 
weather. Comments from pilots who have recently 
landed help. However, the buck stops with the 
captain, and he or she has to have confidence flying in 
the conditions presented. 

What advice would you give a flying enthusiast who 
would like to be a pilot?
I would simply say: If it’s truly your dream, then go 
for it. The dream may be hard work, but stick with 
it and remember why you started. Keep your eye on 
the prize at the end. Do the toil, talk to people in the 
industry and let your determination drive you 
to completion.

If you have the desire, you’ll find a way. It is 
expensive – so be prepared. Lastly, enjoy it. Don’t be 
in too much hurry to move up to the next step. Early 
flying is fun. I built lots of relationships around those 
times that are still part of my life today.

What do you find is the hardest thing about your job?
When you can’t get people to where they’re going. 
Whether it’s fog in Auckland or a hold-up for 
whatever reason, it feels awful when you can’t get 
there on time. I choose to face my passengers in 
person when this happens, tell them the problem and 
the outcome. It’s a difficult part of the job. But if you 
keep them informed when there are delays, that’s all 
they want. So I encourage good communication with 
passengers when I am training pilots. 

Tell me about a particularly memorable flying 
experience.
I really loved having selected passengers sit in the 
jump seat of the cockpit. They were always fascinated 
by it and I loved hearing their reactions. Once you’ve 
reached flying altitude you get to talk with them 
mid-flight when the workload is not so demanding. 
I have had the privilege of sharing the cockpit with 
Paul Holmes, Rachel Hunter, Tawera Nikau and Ian 
Smith to name a few. Of course you can’t do this now 
due to security changes in the industry.

Another highlight was my initial training in Australia 
for Jetstar. We would fly out from Sydney to small 
remote towns like Moree. I got to see so much of 
Australia out from the main cities – that was great.

Inside the aircraft, which seats 50 passengers

Mike competing in the Triple Peaks challenge



Would you rather fly internationally or nationally? 
Initially I wanted to be an international pilot. However, it does mean being away from home a lot. 
When I married I realised that this was not the lifestyle I wanted, particularly living in the beauty 
of Hawke’s Bay. I found I wanted to do more things at home. It has been great to have my dream 
career and work from here, so I don’t regret not pursuing being an international pilot.

The other downside of being an international pilot is that you’re constantly dealing with time 
zones and managing sleep habits. Pilots tend to be away for long periods of block times. Regional 
flights fly lower and shorter distances, so there are more decisions to make. I like that.

Conducting an external pre-flight 
check of the Q300 aircraft



Have you had any heroic flights?
When I was an air ambulance pilot, 
I attended an accident in Wairoa 
which had left a man with serious 
head injuries. The weather was 
atrocious and getting into Wairoa was 
almost impossible. 

I flew in really low, sneaking under 
the clouds, and managed to get in 
and out with the patient on board. I 
kept thinking that if no one can get 
in, then what could happen to the 
patient? I used probably every bit 
of experience I had, along with my 
really good knowledge of the terrain, 
to find a way to get in. We got him 
out and all was well. Very satisfying.
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