Duty, and then, Survival.
Thursday, April 05, 2007
The sound of gravel crunching under tire was my indication that my student had arrived. As the smell of fresh coffee consumed the tiny shack that served as the airports office, Roy Hammonds made his way from the lot and stepped gingerly across the early morning dew of a September Georgia morning.

Reverend Hammonds was a smallish, delightful man and a brilliant student. His motivation for learning to fly airplanes was as noble as was his stature within his church. It was not to brag at the water cooler nor was it a mid life crisis, no, Reverend Hammonds simply wanted to learn to fly so that at 58, he could take his father flying one time before the elder Hammonds passed away.

I had logged over 600 hours as a flight instructor by the time I started working with Roy and had long figured out that it was a students motivation, not their age, sex or ability, that determined not only the prospect for their success but also, in most cases, the motivation of a student dictated how well the relationship between the instructor and the student would be. In this case it was an absolute joy to work with Mr. Hammond and this early morning cross country lesson had been anticipated for days.

Mr. Hammond had soloed just 2 weeks earlier and was now ready for the first portion of his cross country training. This was going to be a dual cross country (meaning I would be with him) from our base in Stockbridge, GA to Cordele, GA, a sleepy little interstate town in south Georgia. It would be an easy 40 minute flight right along I-75 in what was supposed to be ideal weather conditions. With the massive interstate sitting to Roy's immediate left for 40 minutes, this trip would not be a test of anybody's navigation skills. That's what made the appearance of Roy's hand held GPS unit the subject of some good natured kidding. Other than adequate preflight planning and accurate time/distance/groundspeed calculations in the air, the only real challenge for Mr. Hammonds would be to negotiate the Macon, GA. controlled airspace. Checking in with the controllers en route, listening for instructions and then checking out as we depart their airspace can be a daunting task for a student pilot.

We originally planned to take off at 8:00 am. The weather at Cordele was classic September Chamber of Commerce weather. En route weather, even at 8 am, was as clear as a bell with no chance of precipitation and visibility to spare. In Stockbridge, a suburb south of Atlanta, a stubborn patch of early morning fog and a low lying stretch of scud at 1000 feet above ground made our departure using visual flight rules impossible. We would have to wait it out. Macon flight services anticipated the phenomenon lifting no later than 9:30 am. The Reverend and I settled into the worn cushions of a donated couch, sipped really bad coffee, and meticulously poured over his preflight planning.

In an ominous foreshadowing of the tragic events that would soon unfold on that September morning, Mr. Hammonds handheld GPS unit, the subject of a little ribbing earlier in the morning, inexplicably popped loudly and battery acid began to pour from the back of the unit. Neither of us had ever seen or heard of this happening and we attempted to clean up the exploded battery before long term damage to the unit occurred. This happened at about 8:45. The weather had actually improved and had it not been for the battery exploding we would have been airborne by 9:00.

At a little past 9:00am the airports phone rang, an uncommon event that startled both of us. It was the good reverends wife. It was being reported that a small airplane in New York had accidentally hit one of the towers of the World Trade Center. It didn't seem much more that that but she thought he might want to know. A few minutes later the phone rang again, this time it was my wife and it was now known that it was not a small, private aircraft as was originally reported, but in fact it was a commercial airliner and multiple deaths were now being reported, and it may not have been an accident.

As a flight Instructor unaware of the full extent of the unfolding national tragedy, I tried my best to insulate my student from the developing news reports and get him in the air. A quick call to Macon Fight Services by Roy to open a flight plan and we'd be off. As the FAA employee on the other end of the line was speaking Roy's complexion and demeanor changed before my very eyes. Without hearing a word of the one sided conversation, I knew that the unfolding events in New York was somehow related to the dejected look on Roy's face as he gently set the phone back on its cradle. There would be no flight today.

With no immediate plans to resume our training, Roy and I hastily departed the old gravel parking lot that day, never to fly together again.

My drive home took less than 5 minutes as the radio news stations tried to make sense of the developing calamity in New York and now in Washington D.C. As I walked into my house the first images I saw on TV were that of the second tower collapsing. Venerable newsman searched for words as Americans everywhere collectively held their breath. It would be a full day before the events were understood; a terrorist plot to strike American citizens on U.S. soil was successfully carried out in New York, DC and somewhere in the hills of Pennsylvania. The effects of these 3 tragedies, however, were not bound by geographical scope. All Americans in every state were stopped in their tracks by the attacks, none of us nor any of our lives would get past this without effect. Many of us, in fact, asked out loud, what can we do to help?

In April of 2001 I was laid off from a job as a pilot for Smithair, an on-demand freight carrier. In May I began flying a privately owned Citation 7 business jet based at Peachtree-Dekalb airport in Atlanta. Hotel aviation was a privately owned outfit that consisted of the owner of the aircraft and his lone employee, his chief pilot, David Moll. The owner utilized the aircraft and David in the furtherance of his business as a real estate investor but also leased the aircraft out to other local companies in similar real estate fields. I flew with David several times a month from April to September as a contract pilot. I was paid a daily fee with absolutely no guarantee. It was understood that I would fly with Hotel Aviation while I continued to search for a stable, salaried flying position. This arrangement didn't preclude David and myself from getting along very well and becoming friends.

Already in a precarious financial position as a result of the lay-off, the events of 9/11 and the subsequent restrictions placed on the national airspace made it very difficult for me to continue to consider aviation as a viable, stable career. In the days following 9/11, I would begin to make plans to change careers, but first I had one last flight left in me.

On the evening of September 12th I received a call from someone at the local airport, Berry Hill. They were looking for an instrument rated pilot to help another pilot carry out an Angel Flight mission transporting blood from the Atlanta area to the northeast. Angel Flight is a non-profit organization that provides free flights to needy children for medical purposes, utilizing a network of volunteer pilots and aircraft to make the trips possible.

Durwood Smith, a pilot and aircraft owner based at Berry Hill airport in Stockbridge was affiliated with Angel flight and had been asked to fly the blood in his Cessna Cardinal 177 to needed areas in the northeast. Mr. Smith, however, did not possess the required instrument certificate needed to fly the night trip. Through connections at the airport he contacted me and I agreed to help him with the trip. We met at the airport late in the afternoon on the 12th to discuss our plans for the 10 pm departure. At some point that afternoon I spoke with Bernadette Darnell , the Mission Coordinator for Angel Flight operations based at Atlanta's PDK airport. She thanked me for assisting Mr. Smith but after finding out I was affiliated with David Moll and Hotel Aviation, also based at PDK, she relayed a much more pressing need.

Libby Turner, an assistant director for the American Red Cross, was in Atlanta on 9/11 and now desperately needed to travel to New York to provide relief for her northeastern counterpart. No commercial flights meant that her only way to New York was by way of a grueling 16 hour drive. An Angel Flight mission coordinated with the FAA using a privately owned jet would certainly be a better solution. I was asked by Mrs. Darnell to speak with the owner of the aircraft to see if it were feasible that the aircraft and crew could be made available for such a trip. I hung up the phone, apprehensive to approach David and the owner of the aircraft with such a daunting request. A trip of this nature was easily a $10,000.00 expense. Caught up in the spirit of 9/11, however, I made the call.

David Moll and the owner of the aircraft did not hesitate or even flinch at the request from Angel Flight. Their immediate, selfless decision to assist is still, to this day, an inspiration to me and a great example of good men "doing the right thing". Another pilot was quickly found to help Mr. Smith fly the shipment of blood, while David and myself began the process of arranging an early morning trip to ground zero. The stringent airspace restrictions in place would now have to be dealt with.

Bernadette at Angel flight was not the person to say no to and she worked tirelessly with David and the FAA to secure proper authority and clearance for the flight and a departure time of 10am on the 13th of September was scheduled. Angel flight's high profile had resulted in the local medias awareness and interest in the flight. I arrived at PDK just before 9 am and camera crew and reporters were already set up near the readied aircraft. David was doing a taped TV interview and I was quickly summoned for questions from various print outlets locally. David informed me that we'd have company on our trip, along with the Red Cross manager, WSB TV's Diana Davis, her cameraman and WSB radio's Richard Sankster and his assistant would be joining us and would remain at ground zero to provide Atlanta with embedded reporting.

Diana Davis and Richard Sankster were formidable reporting veterans, witnesses, as reporters, to countless tragedies, not to mention the bombing of the 1996 Olympic Games. There was not much that these two veterans hadn't seen. I still sensed, however, genuine apprehesion despite a veil of determined professionalism to go get the story. With preflight matters resolved, the crews made their way up the steps of the jet and settled into the comfortable cabin seats for the 100 minute flight. Nervous banter followed by quiet reflection marked the historic trip to the northeast.

I had flown into and out of the northeast region many times over the years and knew from experience that it usually took both pilot's full attention to listen for ATC instructions, make the inevitable in-flight route corrections and look for conflicting traffic in this, the densest of US airspace. On September 13, 2001, however, the radios were eerily quiet. Out of Atlanta we were immediately cleared to our cruising altitude of 32,000 feet and given the most direct route from Atlanta to White Plains, NY., a busy metropolitan corporate airport located about 45 miles north of the city. After 3 days of restricted air travel, our controllers en route seemed relieved to have someone to assist. Long periods of unsettling quiet were interrupted by anxious instructions or frequency changes.

At some point it was determined that, for safety reasons, the flight path into White Plains would follow a straight line over Manhattan and ground zero at an altitude of 5000 feet. By this point this was the safest airspace in the country.

I don't recall a day in all of my flying where the weather and visibility was ever better than on this trip. The unlimited visibility was associated with a large area of low pressure that dominated the eastern part of the country. The, seemingly, unlimited visibility proved to have a poignant effect, however. From more than 100 miles out of the New York area, we started to see the cloud.

With nothing else in the air that day, no other planes, no radio transmissions and no clouds to speak of, the streaking grey cloud that stretched out from Manhattan, over Long Island and drifting off to Novia Scotia was indeed an ominous site. Telling of the singular focus that this part of the country had garnered over the past 3 days. Nothing else in the world seemed to matter right now other than the source of the streaking cloud.

As we got closer to New York City and Air Traffic Control stepped us down to our approach altitude of 5000 feet, a clear and most unique perspective of the damages suffered just 2 days earlier filled the tiny windows of the jet. Inside of 10 minutes from landing, David and myself busied ourselves with approach and landing checklists, but paused, briefly, to digest the overwhelming scene. In the cabin of the plane, quiet, personal observations were being made by the usually stoic journalists.

The scene overhead at 5000 feet was, at best, surreal. Charred, mangled structures laid strewn about the cluttered New York skyline in never before seen angles. Large fires, smoldering, each producing its own massive flume, which rose quickly and violently up, meshing with thousands of others to form the cloud that blanketed Long Island and beyond. The stench of fire, of fuel and of humanity violated our senses, taking our breath. The massive pit of utter destruction at the heart of what was the World Trade Center and now forever know as ground zero escaped justification. It was inconceivable to have been from human consequence and yet defied even the most diabolical of natural calamity. My thoughts were with the terrorists, what could have been the mindset to have even dreamt of this genocide? Our very breaths at this point were forced, our remarks insignificant as we witnessed the worst that man can conjure.

We touched down silently at White Plains, our arrival welcomed by the idled staff of the executive FBO. Mrs Turner's limo moved in swiftly to transport her to her station at ground zero as the rest of us quietly made our way from the plane to a small terrace off of the side entrance to the terminal. Thoughtful reflection of what we saw was attempted, but none of us could force the appropriate words, so awkward banter filled the huge void. Mrs. Davis, a New York native, spoke with a bravado expected from someone of her experience and perspective, but the bravado fell short, replaced by the veiled apprehensions of a thoughtful woman heading into a war zone. Mr. Sankster spoke quickly of cab rides and deadlines, his eyes not willing to focus on anything for more than a second or two.

Cabs arrived and the crews loaded their gear, nervous laughter choked by fear forced its way from the rear seats. As the loaded cars drove off the banter continued but the eyes of the troops spoke volumes about the nature of their mission. I felt fortunate to be able to walk back to the airplane.

Silently, David and myself went about the duties of an aircrew. Checklist followed, clearances received, engines started, We departed White Plains and again were given a route that took us within sight of the fallen towers. But with the departure of the journalist fresh in my mind, I now looked beyond the charred debris and pungent stench and, unlike our first flyover, I now saw cars, and trucks and maybe even people. I did not think of the terrorist, I envisioned, instead, human beings, placed, by choice, and by duty, but more importantly, by conscious. I saw real people willing to step in and rescue, to clean up and to journalize for our healing and our comprehension. I now saw at the same dark site, not the worst of human consequence, but maybe the best. As we climbed out of the northeast sector for our homes in the south we took with us not just the tragic images of a charred battleground but also the resolve and resilience of a duty pressed brethren, a conscientious and formidable group of survivors.

I spent the remainder of our uneventful flight reconciling within myself the duplicity that exists in man. What accounted for the difference between the extreme nature of one man to fly a loaded airliner into a busy skyscraper and another man to spend months picking through the debris that remained. In the end, it's choice. A simple choice based on our willingness to coexist and to respect one another. A choice to serve our fellow man and to accept our duties with honor, and ultimately, a choice to survive.

The aircraft pushed back neatly in its hanger, David and myself parted ways. It would be the last time I flew for Hotel Aviation. The aircraft was sold shortly after that trip. I returned home to McDonough, GA. and reached my sons football practice just prior to its completion. I quietly made my way to the aluminum bleachers that lined the practice field, thoughtfully watching my ten year old practice a game we both loved. Nearby, parents spoke of horrific images of the devastation on TV. I remained quiet, what I had witnessed just hours earlier did not need to be relayed. I wished I had not seen it and telling these innocent parents the true magnitude, not shown on TV, would only make them feel worse. Instead, in the spirit of the men and woman on the ground in New York and the men and women at Angel flight of Georgia and the owner and Chief Pilot of that beautiful Citation jet, I quietly encouraged my son, I chose duty. Afterwords I went home and played with my 4 year old son and 7 year old daughter. I kissed them all and told them that I loved them, I chose survival.
