The Airplane

   I  was expecting a flight from the United States, when I  was informed that it would be delayed. I went to the operation center to talk to the Sergeant Major about the delay. The Sergeant Major was the most informed person in the Task Force. If anyone had information concerning the flight he was the best place to start.

  The Sergeant Major said,"Southcom notified us that the C130 flight from Nebraska had collided with a large bird and had to make an emergency landing. Their estimated time of arrival at our location would be 11:30 p. m."       

  The Sergeant Major knew this would cause a serious problem, because the airport in Belize would be closed. The airport each day at sundown would shut down the control tower, turn off the runway lights and lock the surrounding fence. The aircraft would have to be parked in the right place to allow enough room for a second C130 aircraft coming in the next day. Two C130 airplanes would fill the parking area of the tiny airport.

   The Sergeant Major asked me,"Would you go with me to the airport tonight and help park the flight when it comes in?"

   "Sergeant Major I have never parked an aircraft before in my life. I would not know what to do especially at night."

   "Don't worry Captain. I know what to do. All you have to do is just be there." 

    Now I didn't worry. I was going out to park an aircraft with some one that has been there and done that before. We made the usual mission preparations making sure the vehicles had plenty of fuel, pack the flashlights, made sure we had water and as usual something to eat. After we convinced the airport manager that every thing would be all right, we made arrangements with the guards to let us in after closing time. We were ready to perform the mission.

   We arrived at the airport at 10:20 p.m. and were stopped at the gate by an armed guard. The guard  had no knowledge of our mission. Somehow he did not get the information that we would be coming to park an overdue aircraft.  I got out of the truck and told the guard that we were not trouble makers, and we were on a mission. He did not believe me, but after he called the airport manager he lowered the shotgun and let us through the gate. We drove out to the airplane parking area and waited in total darkness for the C130.

   At 11:30 we started concentrating on trying to hear the aircraft. At 11:40 we could hear the distinct low pitched drone of a C130. Without warning, the low pitched drone became a deafening roar. The aircraft made a full speed very low pass under blackout conditions  down the runway. The pass was so close I could feel the air blast from the engines. In the darkness we could not tell how close we were to the edge of the runway. The aircraft had passed  by in front of us by only a few meters. This really woke us up we scrambled to the location where the aircraft was to be parked and got ready.

   The aircraft circled around and made its landing approach out of the darkness. I could not see the aircraft land, but I knew it was on the ground somewhere. I could hear the engines getting closer and closer until I could hear the propellers beating the air. We turned on our flashlights and shined them at the ground hoping the pilot would see us and not run over us. The Sergeant Major held his ground. He stood there motionless like a statue. I waited and waited for him to do something. I could now see the faint outline of the aircraft coming straight at us. Still the Sergeant Major did nothing, he was not moving at all. The aircraft had rolled so close; I could feel the four huge propellers sucking me forward. My uniform felt like it was being pulled from my body. I was fighting the primordial urge to run like hell. I keep thinking about those four huge propellers cutting me to shreds. The Sergeant Major started bobbing his bald head up and down.       

   Then he said, " Why don't you do something Captain? This son of a bitch is going to run over us."

   " Me do something you are the one that knows how. "

The Sergeant Major started flapping his arms up and down and waving them back and forth. He looked like a bald headed baby eagle trying to fly.

    He was shouting, " Woah you son of a bitch woah."

He made some magical motion with his arms and the aircraft came to a nose dipping halt a few feet in front of us. The pilot turned off the plane's engines and turned on the plane's lights revealing the huge aircraft that was now motionless and quiet in front of us. I could see the side door open and the pilot climbed out and walked over to us.   

    He said, " You guys did a great job I was afraid that no one would be here to help us park."

   The Sergeant Major said, " Glad we could be of assistance."

   As we drove back to the base I said to the Sergeant Major, " Why did you tell me that you knew how to park an aircraft."

   " I never told you I knew how. I only told you that I knew what to do. If I told you the truth you would not have come out here with me. If something went wrong, I needed a commissioned officer present to blame it on." 

   " Damn he tricked me again."

