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To Mom and Dad.

This book is dedicated to you for instilling an enduring

work ethic in your children. You taught us to work hard to

achieve, strive to be the best we could be, and persevere until

a successful conclusion. Your lessons have surely penetrated.
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Preface
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I began writing this book two and a half years after retiring from jet engine producer Pratt and Whitney. Upon departing the company in October 2006, I was a thirty-eight-year employee (aerospace engineer) who had spent the last twelve of those years as an industrial specialist and manager of propulsion systems manufacturing—working with counterparts of aircraft manufacturer Airbus and other European aerospace companies. As I scanned a journal I had scribed while serving Pratt and Airbus and interacting with locals in France, I reflected on memorable experiences, reliving the feeling of acceptance, its influence on inspiring me, and my ability to build relational bridges.

Perhaps it was an April 2009 e-mail from Bernard, an Airbus Quality Department manager, that rekindled reminiscences of my time working with Airbus and the joy I felt from the accommodation in the south of France. In the prior two springs of my retirement, Bernard had sent e-mails at this time of the year to share his thoughts about controlling the frog population in the koi pond in my backyard in Connecticut. Although I accepted little of his advice, there was shared amusement in his recommendations to mitigate the frog propagation and likewise with my counter proposals. Nonetheless, during these repartees, there was mutual acceptance and respect, as it had been while collaborating on solving aircraft and engine problems in Toulouse.

While writing this book, I hoped to share an account of my sudden summoning to France in 1994 to oversee recovery of a floundering new propulsion program for intensely anticipated jetliners—noting key events, significant setbacks, and the impact of acceptance that fostered my perseverance to overcome them. More importantly, I wanted to impart a sense of what it was like being an African-American aerospace engineer plunged into a critical, highly visible assignment, in a working environment of cultural uncertainty, contention, and mistrust.

Additional stimulation to tell this personal story came from events that occurred decades prior to and during the writing. Admittedly, it was a struggle to get the words on the page, but my recollection of a crushing second rejection, earlier in my career, to a quest to enter a management development program in the company, remained vivid years later. Also, the election of the first black U.S. president in 2008 and the open resentment of his ascendancy to the nation’s highest office broadcast a reflection of what many in the U.S. thought a United States president and occupants of important positions shouldn’t look like.

Finally, I wanted to share a story that will inspire students of every ethnicity to consider rewarding STEM careers and persevere to succeed. When growing up, my mom and dad drilled college and “stick-to-it-ness” into me. They often recited, “We are Black, but a part of the same human race.”

This book is for people, young and old, who are facing cultural chasms, as I had, and want to see intercultural acceptance in a new way that promotes building relational bridges. Furthermore, my desire is to convey a unique story to students, young professionals, and the aerospace industry that is intended to explore the benefits of acceptance and illuminate the rewards of STEM-related fields (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics). Hopefully this book stimulates an interest in standing in the shoes of people unlike ourselves, pursuing careers in aerospace and creating fond memories like mine.

July 17, 2023
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“I don’t see why we need a Frenchman to come over here and tell us how to play American Music, I wouldn’t think of going to France and telling him how to jump on a grape.” Eddie Condon, jazz musician.



How do you gain acceptance and success in the new world when viewed with suspicion as the outsider? I wondered after listening to Norm’s offer.

I was summoned to Norman’s office on a quiet April morning in 1994, baffled by his urgency to see me. As I peered in bewilderment through the doorway of my boss’s office, his furrowed brow and steely gaze told me it was serious. “Come on in,” said Norm when he saw me, waving his hand in a welcoming motion. Seemingly edgy, searching frantically for notes of a prior conversation, Norm uttered a withering “Hi” and leaped into a demand he had just received from Toulouse, France.

Apparently, during a meeting that Norm’s boss, Rick, the Vice President of our product delivery center, had attended in Toulouse, a vice president of European aircraft maker Airbus SE had demanded that an industrial specialist from our company be sent over. 

“Rick needs an industrial manager in France right away,” said Norm, looking me straight in the eyes. “Specifically,” Norm continued, “he’s looking for someone to oversee and take charge of the on-site recovery of our floundering new propulsion system program for the air-framer’s intensely anticipated A330 jetliners.” Intrigued, I listened closely as Norm explained the issues concerning Airbus, wondering why he was telling me this. I imagined the challenges of introducing a new commercial aircraft. As Norm spoke about the urgent call, my mind became tangled in who he and Rick had in mind to send over.

Following an hour of expounding about the urgent appeal, Norm asked the question I sensed he was leading to. With his eyes locked on mine, he repeated the demand of the Airbus vice president: to assign a point person to take on-site ownership of our new propulsion system program. From the beginning of Norm’s explanation, it was clear that the introduction of our engines, developed for the A330 aircraft and their composite carbon fiber nacelles, weren’t meeting the air-framer’s expectations.

“Well, are you interested?” Norm asked with a persuasive smile.

Reluctant to say an immediate “Yes,” I expressed an interest in the task and asked for time to think it over.

“Who do you think should go over?” Norm asked with a stern tone.

“I don’t know. How long would the assignment be for?” I asked.

“No more than three months,” Norm answered, scratching his head. “Any other thoughts about a candidate for the assignment?” he inquired.

Hearing my “No,” Norm blared, “Well, I do.”

“Who?” I asked, anticipating the inevitable.

Thrusting his index finger at me, Norman uttered a soft, “You!”

My throat swelled upon hearing his suggestion. “When do you need my decision?” 

“Where will you be at this time tomorrow?” Norm queried.

“I’ll be visiting my daughter’s college in North Carolina,” I replied.

At this time, I was totally in the dark about the complexity of the task and the issues of concern in Toulouse. Would prior knowledge of the problems affect my decision to accept the duty? It’s easy to say “No,” but after chewing on the proposal for a day, I gave Norm a guarded “Yes.” Assignments like these are offered to favored sons and fair-haired boys, I considered before making my decision.

“Great. You’re the right guy. See you soon,” Norm said.

When I left Norm’s office, I thought that this was a big undertaking with much at stake, but the prospect of an assignment in the south of France was alluring. Plus, according to Norm, the task would be just three months. The day after I met with Norm, I started a one-week vacation in North Carolina, where I continually thought about the assignment.

At the time, I was a forty-eight-year-old African-American manager of Manufacturing Engineering for the engine assembly and testing organization of Pratt and Whitney, headquartered in East Hartford, Connecticut. The company produced aircraft engines and propulsion systems (jet engines integrated with cowling and other aerostructures) in Middletown, Connecticut, and delivered them to aircraft manufacturers like Airbus in Toulouse, France, Boeing in Seattle, Washington, and McDonnell Douglas in Long Beach, California. I reported to Norm, the plant manager of engine assembly and testing, who absorbed the additional responsibility of delivering the entire propulsion system a year before selecting me for this assignment. After an inter-departmental reorganization, Norm became accountable for deliveries of major components of propulsion systems, including thrust reversers, cowling (items shrouding engines installed on aircraft), and the engines he had already been producing .

Since the beginning of 1994, I had been buried in managing restructuring projects associated with merging two engine assembly facilities (East Hartford and Middletown) located twenty-five miles apart. In addition, I was tasked with overseeing modifications to the consolidated assembly facility, its production fixtures and overhead support systems, and an array of commercial and military aircraft engines. It was an onerous task. Concurrently, I was immersed in launching the engine assembly introduction of three new commercial aircraft engine models and a new military engine for the F22 military fighter aircraft. Although my plate had been full since the beginning of the year, I imagined a greater task after hearing Norm’s briefing.

During my eighteen months working directly for Norm, I thought we had a great boss-subordinate relationship. His affinity for aircraft engines was admirable, but his devotion to the organization that produced them made him highly respected and renowned throughout the company. No department in the company escaped his scrutiny when it came to providing parts needed to assemble his engines. As a boss, Norm relied heavily on me, showing trust in my ability to complete tasks on time. The mutual trust between Norm and myself was undeniable. We accepted one another, which, I thought, contributed to our great rapport.

Heeding the urgent need to fulfill the request of Airbus, I shortened my vacation by a few days. Upon returning to my home in Bloomfield, a small town near Hartford, I rushed to reduce the burden on my family, including my wife, Loretta, and our two college-age daughters. When I discussed Norm’s offer with Loretta, she considered her aging mother living alone and felt it would be best for her to stay closer to her mother. Thus, we mutually decided that I would go to France alone. Optimistic about the task, I left the States full of hope that I would meet the expectations of the air-framer, those who tasked me and our company’s senior management.

Among aviation and aerospace industry employees, there is a collective recognition of the importance of the task they perform and a common acknowledgment of the consequences of failure. It’s the nature of work in this industry, as I learned during my three decades in the industrial trenches. When facing a critical task, anxiety juxtaposed with competence tends to elevate one’s mindfulness of what they are doing. There is no entitlement to success. It’s earned through hard work, perseverance, and trust. When the task is finished, those involved in executing it should be held accountable for the outcome because, in this industry, the lives of airline passengers are affected by incompetence and failures to succeed.

A week after accepting the assignment, I departed for France, carrying a ton of uncertainty about the work ahead. “Are the French wary of English-speaking people, or just Americans, Canadians, and anyone pretending to speak their language?” I wondered. “How will my Airbus counterparts, our veteran local on-site employees and the Americans working for our company receive me and accept my presence in their work environment?”

Upon embarking on this journey, I knew little about the issues of the new propulsion system program that had aroused the Airbus vice president to summon me to France. At this time, all I knew was what others had said about the people I would meet, and that France is renowned for its exquisite cuisine, wines, labor strikes, and cheek-kissing greetings of friends and colleagues.

Jacques, the Vice President of Industrial Programs at Airbus, was often mentioned and seemingly feared by engine manufacturers and other suppliers visiting the aircraft manufacturer. It appeared that Jacques was the man who had requested my presence during his meeting with Rick. Knowing that Jacques was going to be at a meeting would make people cringe, I was told. Jacques was portrayed as a smart and insightful leader who was highly respected. But some attendees of Jacques’s meetings presented a view of him as emotionally charged with a short fuse. As they shared memories of prior industrial reviews, some colleagues advised, “Presenting nice words about best efforts could make Jacques explode. Particularly if he had qualms about the validity of the information.” These depictions of Jacques and those under him made me apprehensive about my recent decision.

As the flight continued to Paris, my mind drifted to other comments and advice given to me prior to departing the States. A melange of suggestions, like “You better study French history because the French like their history,” and thoughts about my ability to adapt to the language and culture swirled in my head. Remarks from some well-wishers saying, “You’re nuts to accept the assignment,” elevated my misgivings.

Comments like “Don’t trust the Frogs” and “The French don’t like Americans” weren’t helpful. Speaking with a grimace, Joe Fine, a technical manager in the nacelle group and victim of Jacques’s fury, lamented, “The assignment will be instant death.” Stated by several people, “Watch your back” warnings also resonated. After marinating in this maddening counsel several days before leaving Connecticut, neither the voluble passenger seated next to me nor the cigarette smoke from the rear could erase my disquietude about the murky terrain to come.

As the plane approached the Toulouse–Blagnac Airport terminal, it appeared a damp, gray day was greeting me. It wasn’t what I was expecting for springtime in the south of France. Nonetheless, when the aircraft reached the gate and the cabin door opened, the reality of the assignment hit me. What have I done? While walking up the jet way, I realized that I was in uncharted waters.

As I entered the terminal, advertisements for local wines and regional foods caught my drowsy eyes. A giant picture of a bottle of wine from the Cahors region excited me to discover more. A shop selling cassoulet (a white bean stew) and foie gras (duck and goose liver pâté) under a blue, white, and red canopy offered a glimpse of the region’s cuisine.

As I made my way to the baggage claim area, I was watchful of the travelers I passed. Along the main aisle, people ambled in an unhurried fashion. A deeply tanned woman wearing a pale blue uniform strutted gleefully while removing trash and cigarette butts from sand-filled receptacles. The air was heavy with a faint scent of cigarette smoke. Looking at the sober expressions of the people walking by, I wondered, is this what the French are like? What about the gaiety I had imagined?

Grabbing my suitcase from the carousel for people arriving from outside of Europe, I joined a procession of travelers heading to the douane (customs officials). Near the exit sign was a statuesque man wearing a blue military-type uniform, his feet together in a saluting position.

“D’ou’ venez vous?” he asked, stopping me abruptly.

I looked at him with a blank gaze.

“Where do you come from?” he repeated with a slight grin.

“I’m coming from Paris,” I replied.

“Where do you come from before Paree?” the officer asked.

As I told him my journey had begun at New York’s Kennedy Airport, his rigid facade transformed, and he smiled.

When stepping outside the terminal, I found that the downpour that greeted me on arrival had slowed to a fine mist. The air had a freshness of spring. As I walked to the taxi stand, thoughts of the question raised by the customs officer lingered. Suddenly, a greater reality whacked me like a slap upside the head from Dad. “I’m all alone. Don’t know nobody, nor the language.” At this time, my French was confined to two words: Bonjour (good day) and merci (thank you).

Before long, a yellow Mercedes pulled up to where I was waiting. A compact, olive-tinged man bounced out of the taxi with a broad smile. Speaking heavily accented English, he opened the door and asked where I wanted to go.

“Where are you from?” the gray-haired man inquired with a raised voice as he peered at me in the rear-view mirror.

“From America, New York,” I replied.

“I’ve never been there, but I dream of going someday,” he responded.

Curious about his complexion, I asked the driver about his origin.

“Well, I was born in Morocco and came to France when young,” he said.

I was pleased that the taxi ride was just 10 minutes long but bewildered when I heard the whining sound of jet engines at the entrance to the hotel. Noticing my confusion, the driver pointed a finger at an airport barrier beyond the trees bordering the hotel.

Sleepily, I checked into the hotel, entered my room, plonked down on the bed, and conked out. The six-hour time difference and weight of uncertainty had taken their toll.

Awakening a few hours later, I opened the window and took a deep breath of spring in Blagnac, a small town adjacent to Toulouse. The sun had come out, the air was warmer, and signs of the season were present. The red and yellow flowers bordering the modest grounds of the hotel were in full bloom. Above them were bulbous trees showing new leaves. The air smelled clean and herbal.

After surveying my surroundings for several minutes, I called the local office of our company to advise them of my arrival. Within minutes, Cary, the head of our local office, was calling me from the hotel lobby. Stocky with sandy blond hair, the fiftyish-looking Cary greeted me with a jovial, “Welcome to France.” According to his bulging stomach, it seemed he liked the local cuisine, and lots of it. Following a brisk introduction, we walked to Cary’s office, discussing the weather and how soon it had changed.

“It’s the Pyrenees effect,” said Cary, referring to the southern mountain range bordering France and Spain. We walked into a rose-colored building behind the hotel. At his office, Cary opened the door, revealing a middle-aged woman seated at a desk facing the doorway. Immediately, Cary introduced me. “This is the guy we were expecting from the States,” he said to the sharp eyed woman.

“Bonjour, I am Crease,” she replied with a glowing smile. Chris, Cary’s secretary, appeared to be the eyes and ears of the office. Besides Cary and Chris, two other people were working in this office. Both of them were American, I was told. Following curt “hellos” from Roland and Matthew, Cary escorted me to an office at the end of the hallway. The smallest office among those in Cary’s group, the space was just big enough to fit a desk and a two-drawer file cabinet. The view from the window revealed a level panorama of the motorway below, Airbus offices beyond the highway, and a glimpse of the tops of buildings in Toulouse on the horizon.

As I looked through the window at the adjacent pale-brick buildings, Cary returned, bringing a chair with him. He sat down and began briefing me about the status of our new propulsion system program and the airplane manufacturer’s perception of the introduction of it. 

“At this time, delayed deliveries and the need to upgrade delivered units on-site are affecting our image and relationships with people in Airbus. Put simply, they aren’t happy with our delivery performance or control of the supply chain,” Cary advised.

Still weary from the trip across the Atlantic, I sat through Cary’s explanation in a daze. What he described was a seemingly monumental chore, and it appeared unlikely that the task would be completed in the three months Norm had described when offering me the assignment. While listening to Cary, I thought about what I had gotten myself into, second-guessing my decision to accept. Proceeding deeper into the delivery issues, Cary quoted what he had heard from the airplane manufacturer.

“These issues are disrupting the F.A.L. (final assembly line),” he mentioned, stating the most common complaint. “Also unsettling to them is the need to replace parts and components of propulsion systems after they are installed on aircraft,” Cary continued. “In addition to the complaints of units requiring retrofits after arriving in Toulouse, the managers of Airbus are unhappy about some of our presenters at industrial review meetings—presenting excuses for persistent issues rather than solutions for the problems.”

Reading between the lines, it appeared Airbus management wanted to see actions taken that would give them confidence that the program was recovering, as opposed to statements of best efforts. Most customers would expect nothing less from their suppliers. As I listened closely to Cary’s summary, I realized that the more prevalent issues in our propulsion systems appeared to be with the engine cowling and thrust reversers. Key components of what is commonly called the nacelle, they are the parts encasing aircraft engines that facilitate aero-smoothness when integrated with the aircraft.

Before long, Cary shifted his recap of the propulsion system issues to a description of the aircraft manufacturer’s managers that I would soon meet. He anticipated I would encounter French, German, and British employees of Airbus. “Each of them has inherent cultural traits and unique personalities,” he reminded me. Of all the people Cary mentioned, the man that overshadowed all of them was a man called Jacques. “Being the Vice President of Industrial Programs, Jacques is an intense man in his early fifties, with an enormous responsibility and gripping influence. One feels his authority and presence when in a meeting with him. Jacques would stand out as the commander among a group of people,” divulged Cary.

Cary talked about Jacques’s vast knowledge of the aircraft industry, acute intuition, and last but not least, his attention-getting emotional outbursts.

“The man commands incredible respect,” Cary emphasized. While listening to Cary, it dawned on me that Jacques could leverage his personality to intimidate the colleagues and suppliers not meeting his expectations. Closing the briefing, Cary highlighted his premonition, saying, “Many suppliers who encounter Jacques fear him.”

His words seemed to validate the fore-warnings I had been given when leaving the States. Considering Cary’s alert to the world I was stepping into and prior warnings from in-house colleagues, I wasn’t looking forward to a meeting  Jacques and becoming his next chopped steak.

While absorbing Cary’s comments, I suddenly realized why some people at our Connecticut office had jokingly referred to me as “the Savior.” Prior to this moment, their nonchalant quips were just noise. The Savior label had come more from nacelle supply managers, like Felix and Joe Fine, who undoubtedly had experienced the wrath of Jacques in prior meetings.

When I crossed paths with Gregoire, a watchful confidant of Jacques who had been planted in our company in the States, he displayed a simpering smile while referring to me as “the Savior.”

Regardless, being on-site, closer to the concerns of the aircraft manufacturer, shed new light on the magnitude of the task. In fact, it added clarity to why I had been summoned to France. At this moment, the task of managing on-site upgrades, rectifying the delivery dilemma, and building trusting relationships with our on-site and the air-framer’s people appeared daunting. Despite this seemingly impossible mission, I was determined to persevere and devote myself to eliminating our customers’ concerns. After wrapping up his explanation, Cary drove me to the airport, where I could rent a car. Before leaving the office, I recalled hearing Chris express a reservation for a car on my behalf.

At the rental desk in the airport, what I thought would be a routine check-in became an exposé of French inflexibility. With a brusque “Voila monsieur,” the rental clerk, a clean-shaven guy in his thirties, handed me the keys and contract, stating the space where the car was parked. Upon finding the location he mentioned, I looked at the car in astonishment. No way, I thought, sizing up the vehicle. The car, a subcompact Peugeot, would be great for an accordion. After looking it over, an attempt to squeeze myself into the car confirmed my misgivings. The windshield was so close it could nearly touched my nose.

Returning to the rental desk, I asked, “Is it possible to get a larger car?”

Scanning the computer screen with a determined glint, the clerk who initially checked me in replied, “Oui, there are larger cars.”

“May I change this to a bigger car?” I asked, showing him the contract.

Listening to me with his head skewed to the side, the clerk shrugged his shoulders. “This is not possible!” he answered with raised eyebrows.

Baffled, I continued my pursuit of a bigger car.

“You said there are larger cars outside. May I change cars?” I recited.

“Monsieur, your reservation asked for this class car,” the clerk recanted.

After debating the change of cars for a few minutes, the clerk hastily typed and handed me a new contract. Going back to the car park, I readily found the car and discovered I had been given a vehicle large enough to haul a basketball team. A Peugeot as well, it was much more car than I expected. Thoughts of returning to the clerk crossed my mind, but they were quickly dispelled. I would hear the phrase “This is not possible” several times in the days to come, whenever I requested a last-minute change to a previously made arrangement or reservation.

OK. It’s the culture. Give it a chance, I said to my perplexed self while getting into the car.

The drive from the airport to the hotel was my first driving experience outside of the United States and Canada. The circuitous route leaving the rental lot was a jarring ride over double-wide speed bumps. Driving among other motorists with unique driving habits in a country speaking an unfamiliar language gave me a feeling of uneasiness as I drove away from the airport. Upon entering the motorway close to the airport, a convoy of cars pushed me to the first sortie, where I exited. As I drove into the hotel’s parking lot, Cary’s earlier briefing, my decision to accept the assignment, and the obdurate car rental clerk swirled through my head.

Far from the exquisite cuisine I had envisioned when accepting the assignment, I had a sandwich delivered to my room. While eating it, I considered the enormous challenge facing me and the sky-high expectations of folks on both sides of the Atlantic. My head was reeling with memories of how far I had come in my twenty-six years of working with the company after starting as a two-year degree engineering aid.

It seemed I had always been attracted to a challenge. I’m not sure where the trait came from, but the seed was likely planted early in my life while working with my father. My dad was an imposing man, stout, strong-willed, and extremely independent. He had uncommonly light skin for an African American—so light that many white people thought he was white, and some Blacks envied his ability to pass for white. With his inflated belly and volatile temperament, family and friends jokingly likened him to the comedic actor, Jackie Gleason.

Dad came to Connecticut in 1947, driven by hope. When World War II ended, he and Mom migrated north from Portsmouth, Virginia, with their baby son—me. Prior to leaving the south, they both worked at the naval shipbuilding facility in Norfolk. My parents settled in South Norwalk, Connecticut, and eventually, my father got a job welding at a company that produced industrial boilers and storage tanks. He remained at that company for a decade while adding a girl and two boys to his brood.

During the recession of the latter 1950s, Dad left the vessel-fabricating company to start his own business. Before leaving, he rented an abandoned gas station in the center of a busy intersection in East Norwalk that became the site of his welding shop. He started his own business mending car parts, broken tools, and anything weldable that people brought in for repair. The shop was located at the apex of a small square, and its junk-yard appearance stood out among neighboring mom-and-pop businesses. Sharing the inner part of the square was a neighborhood grocery store owned by an elderly couple, Harvey and Rita. Landlords of Dad’s shop, they visited him often to gab about life on the square. Across the street was George and Tony’s Diner, a small, Greek-owned establishment that served breakfast and lunch to a regular clientele. Occasionally, patrons of the diner brought items to Dad to be fabricated and fixed.

Over the next five years, Dad’s business grew from welding repairs to producing porch railings and fire escapes. While he struggled to establish the business and put food on our table, we lived in a public housing complex, where my two brothers, sister, and I bunked in a room just big enough to fit the beds. While we fussed daily in our close quarters, Mom worked as a housekeeper for a well-to-do family in New Canaan to supplement Dad’s income and put clothes on our backs.

As the oldest of the four children, I was expected to help Dad after school and on weekends. I found his overbearing presence and menacing persistence unbearable when I began working with him. Often, he had to drag me out of bed to go with him. I couldn’t have been much more than twelve at the time. Most days, Dad began work in a mellow mood, but he soon became an unyielding taskmaster. “Grab this, hold that, cut that pile of bar stock for the railings. Find the torch and welding rods, paint the railings, and sweep the floor again. When you’re finished sweeping, re-stack the scrap steel in the shop and on the ground outside of the building,” he’d endlessly bark.

Dad was merciless when it came to cleaning up, forever worried about complaints from Harvey and Rita about the appearance of the place. The shop was located at the crossroads of beach and business traffic, and he constantly reminded me about the shop’s appearance and our visibility as the only Blacks on the square. Despite my endless sweeping and re-stacking of scrap metal around the building, passersby still grumbled. When hearing a complaint, particularly from Harvey or Rita, Dad’s booming “Jun-Yah” would sound across the square. Regardless of the pace and Dad’s blaring commands, I was inspired by watching a man with an eighth-grade education establish the business of his dreams as I grew into adolescence.

Many customers who came into the shop were confounded by my father’s light skin and his connection with the colored boy working with him. One day, a pale, skeletal man, a regular customer of George and Tony’s Diner, came into the shop, scanned Dad, and looked at me with a squinting stare. Appearing confused, he peered curiously at us with opaque blue eyes. Puzzled by the man’s gawking, my father stopped what he was working on to ask, “Can I help you?”

“You mean you married a colored woman?” the man screeched.

Looking at the man with a sharp gaze, Dad took a deep breath and replied, “Excuse me, but I am a negro.”

With his head lowered and gray hair dangling from his faded red cap, the man appeared to be drowning in guilt. “Sorry, I, I didn’t know, he stuttered, “I thought you were white.”

The customer walked outside, flabbergasted. Dad looked at me and shook his head. He didn’t seem fazed by the customer’s remark, but the astonishment written on the man’s face and his difficulty accepting me as Dad’s son was hard for me to swallow. It was an unforgettable moment! Eventually, the doubters became aware of our father-son relationship, but some remained perplexed by my presence. Despite the skeptics, Dad’s business continued to thrive for another two decades.

Suddenly in 1980, Dad became ill—a victim of the occupation that put him behind a welding shield for over forty years. Following a protracted bout with throat cancer, he passed away. His departure deeply saddened me, but I greatly appreciated the seeds of perseverance he had sown in me. I attribute my interests, education, and career choice to Dad’s tutelage at the shop. This caused me to pursue a career in the aerospace industry and to obtain a mechanical engineering degree from The University of Hartford, as well as a master’s degree in operations management from Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute. While working as an engineering aid and quality auditor at Pratt and Whitney, I took classes for both degrees at night. The education I acquired under my dad contributed to the opportunity now given to me in France.

Feeling a bit uneasy, I went to bed, looking forward to plunging into the task. Unable to doze off right away, I lay there, convincing myself that I would succeed in getting the program on track and overcoming the demands that the future would bring.

Perhaps there were people on-site who didn’t see why this savior was sent over to tell them how to jump on grapes, or propulsion systems, for that matter. Nevertheless, I was determined to achieve what Norm sent me to do—provide on-site direction, coordination, and ownership of propulsion system deliveries to Airbus. Prior to meeting anyone other than Cary and the people in his office, I could see that projecting a persona of piety could lead to an immediate rejection by those on-site—particularly those who had been here for years. I looked forward to meeting the on-site team, as I was eager to observe, learn from them, and fit in quickly. I expected to be heavily scrutinized and held to a higher standard on both sides of the Atlantic. I believed that putting extra effort into being as helpful as possible to the people on-site was the most logical starting point for establishing good local relationships.
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The Tour of Blagnac 
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Oscar Wilde portrayed a cynic as “A man who knows the price of everything and the value of nothing.”

(Lady Windermere’s Fan)



As I turned the faucet handle above the bathtub the next morning, I looked skeptically at the glass screen stretching out my image. “This is a shower curtain?” I wondered, eyeing the skimpy glass partition. With the floor awash after my shower, I realized the plethora of towels stacked on the sink was a wise placement. While wiping the floor with the towels, I contemplated my day ahead with Cary and the onsite people I would soon meet. 

Earlier, I awakened with uncertainty about how I would be received and accepted by on-site people when touring their facilities. Though a restful night had eased much of the angst from Cary’s briefing, I remained uneasy yet hopeful about the day and task to come. Entering this new world of language, culture, and relationship building seemed colossal, but getting the local teams and their stateside counterparts to work together and support me appeared even more monumental. I felt an uncertainty I hadn’t felt since starting with the company more than a quarter-century earlier.

Walking out of the hotel, I was comforted by the sun’s warmth. Regardless of my misgivings about how I would be received, I looked forward to meeting the on-siters and exploring their contributions to our propulsion systems and customers. My desire to plunge into life in the south of France was just as pressing. Because I was the new kid on the block and expecting to be viewed that way , I didn’t want to appear I came over to tell people how to do things they were already doing.

When arriving at the L-shaped brick building where Cary’s office was located, I was surprised to see the parking lot empty, and I wondered if it was a national holiday. Considering the three-shift world I had left in Connecticut; I was amazed at how quiet the building seemed.

I stepped into the building through sliding glass doors, a blitz of lighting awakening the lobby. Nestled between two leafy plants in the center of the foyer was a desk with a vase of flowers on it. Opposite the receptionist’s desk was a compact elevator that took me to the second (top) floor, where Cary and his offices were located. While walking out of the lift into a dimly lit hallway, the floor number “two” confused me. Had the elevator missed a floor? Cary’s office should be on the third floor, I deduced.

“The lobby was the first floor, not zero?” I questioned. Apparently, the sign in the lobby displaying Rez-de-Chaussee (ground floor) was telling me something I didn’t understand. As I counted the floors, I realized that the first floor was on the second level.

As I wandered the corridor, the lights went on. A few strides later, I arrived at the door to Cary’s offices. Pacing back and forth to keep the hallway lights on, I waited for someone to arrive. Five minutes later, Cary appeared, with two men trailing him.

“I’m going to take you to places where you can meet the locals of our company and the key personnel of our on-site suppliers who handle our propulsion systems,” Cary reminded me.

Cary and I entered the office, followed by Roland and Matthew. As we talked near the entrance, Chris strolled in, greeting us with a rhythmic “Bonjour.” Removing her jacket, she sat at her desk facing the door with her head held high, laser-focused, waiting for the buzzer to announce the next visitor. She glanced at Cary and me momentarily before turning her attention back to the front door.

After talking briefly in his office, Cary and I began a tour of his group, starting back at the entrance. Greeting me with a more welcoming smile, Chris went about setting me up with supplies for my office. With a motherly tone, she lectured me about the phone system at a dizzying pace. Having a tin ear for French-English, I found Chris’s instructions hard to follow.

After Chris’s schooling about the France Telecom system, I followed Cary to an office next to his. Sitting at his desk, with eyes riveted to the window, was Roland. Appearing spellbound by a man washing the outside of his window, Roland hardly noticed Cary and I walk in.

Seemingly in his mid-fifties, Roland was the company’s on-site technical expert. Short and thick with a bulging waistline, it appeared that Roland, like Cary, had no problem with the French cuisine. Moon faced with white, peach fuzz hair, he resembled a comic strip character.

“Besides Chris, he’s been in this office position longer than anyone else in the group,” Cary mentioned. “So long that there are people in the States who think Roland is French,” he continued.

When he noticed us in his office, Roland greeted us softly. As we chatted, he sought confirmation from Cary. During the discussion, Roland injected subtle words of instigation and cynicism into his remarks. “Surely, it’s his personality,” I thought about his amped-up talk. I wondered if Roland was a prelude to others I would soon meet. While I assessed Roland, he blurted out a remark about my arrival in France.

“Oh, so this is why you’re here,” he said with goading sarcasm and eyes tilted toward the ceiling. As I pondered a response to the prickly comment, a man with curly blond hair eased into the office. Wearing a crisp white shirt and pin-striped suit, the elevated Matthew from the office next door extended a hand, reminding me to call him Matt. The on-site marketing manager, Matt appeared to be in his mid-forties. Matt’s “Bonjour, welcome aboard” was Americanized and spoken at a volume the window washer, peering through the glass from outside, could likely hear.

Cary and I followed Matt to the conference room, where pictures of Airbus aircraft hung on the walls. While we discussed the market potential of the nuanced, twin-engine A330 aircraft, Matt spoke about the potential sales of our engines for A330 Airplanes.

“We’re going to sell a lot of these babies,” said an exuberant Matt. Nodding toward the door while Matt was on a roll, Cary signaled it was time to move on. Since Matt wasn’t a player in the recovery strategy, it was time to go.

Located approximately three miles on the opposite side of the airport was the next stop on the tour. It was where engine and nacelle components were delivered after shipment from stateside and European suppliers. Contracted by our company, the Rohr Industries facility employed people who integrated engines with designated nacelle components (fan cowling, thrust reversers, and related units) that provide aero-smooth shrouding around jet engines installed on aircraft. Painting units in the colors specified by the airline customers and performing final inspections after marrying the components and confirming their proper fitting were the primary services provided by the facility. When a propulsion system was processed and verified as accepted, the facility sent the integrated units to the aircraft final assembly line for installation on an  airplane.

“They’re among the best in the world for what they do,” said Cary as he pulled into the parking lot. Before getting out of the car, it was apparent that the supplier’s success and esteem with the air-framer were dependent on receiving the propulsion system components from the producers within their required lead time.

“Accelerating processing to compensate for delinquent units had been the exception prior to this program, but late arrivals of current units are putting a burden on processing units in this facility,” Cary mentioned. “Frustration, stemming from accommodating inconsistent deliveries from suppliers and the need to upgrade delivered components after arrival, has put the management in the building in the cross hairs of the Industrial Program Management group in Airbus. These are the issues that contributed to the request for your presence,” Cary continued.

Upon entering a brick block house opposite the main building, Cary and I were greeted by a lone guard dressed in a blue military-style uniform.

“Bonjour messieurs,” he said with a bashful smile. Rushing to call the person Cary had arranged to meet, the guard received immediate authorization, tipped his cap, and waved us into the building.

The brilliance of the brick facade led me to believe that the building was new. As we entered the lobby, the citrus trees, wispy ferns, and cactus growing in white sand made the airy space seem like a botanical garden.

In the building were two men who worked for our company, Cary stated. As we walked to their office at the far end of the shop, my eyes were drawn to the high arched ceiling, where replicas of Airbus aircraft were suspended from the rafters.

“The airplanes are models of Airbus aircraft that receive propulsion systems processed in this building,” Cary said. We approached a staircase to a mezzanine overlooking the shop floor, where we were greeted by a man running toward us.

“I noticed you coming while I was standing under an engine mounted on an A-frame,” he said, breathing heavily. Freckle-faced and appearing in his mid-thirties, the buoyant guy introduced himself as Scott. Built like a reed with a hawk’s beak nose, Scott had a friendly smile and a strange laugh. He said he was an American, which was obvious from his accent, and an engineer by profession. Scott stated that he had recently been assigned to the podding facility. Podding, as Scott called it, was a reference to the process the supplier’s workforce performed in the building. It consisted of marrying jet engines with their designated nacelle components, which collectively resembled pods upon completion of the assembly process. While Scott talked about his inspection and oversight duties, his darting eyes and scoffing snickers projected the image of a prankster.

Standing on the mezzanine near the top of the stairway was a man leaning over the railing. As we ascended the metal staircase, Scott and Cary waved vigorously to him.

“Hi. I’m Ian,” the man said with a squeaky British accent when we stepped onto the mezzanine. A workmate of Scott, they shared an office on this level. Ian was in his late thirties, I surmised, and broad in build, with amber locks of hair that shook when he spoke to us.

“I’ve been covering this process for more than five years,” Ian said. Suddenly, he stopped talking for a moment, and I wondered if he was finished or had lost his train of thought. Regardless of Ian’s manner of speaking, both men were in the building to oversee our propulsion systems while they were processed by the supplier.

Considering that Scott and Ian were located at the place where our propulsion system components arrived and were handled prior to delivery to aircraft, it seemed that they had the greatest visibility of the obstacles impeding our deliveries. Both men readily shared their experiences with the problems they’d encountered when receiving incoming units.

Returning to the shop floor, Cary and I searched for a manager in the podding organization. As we roamed a maze of workstations where mechanics worked on engines and nacelle components, Cary spotted Edith talking to workers at an A-framed structure. A compact woman appearing in her forties, Edith’s flaming hair distinguished her from the people around her. During our introduction, Edith mentioned, “I manage the program activity for your propulsion systems processed in the facility. From my point of view, the program isn’t going very well.” She spoke good English and projected a gleamy eyed concern. Edith’s sincerity gave me confidence in her commitment to our success. While Edith explained her duties and concerns with our program, Cary whispered more words of assurance.

“She never says no when our guys ask her to help accelerate work on delayed engines and nacelle components. At times, she goes beyond the limits of her management’s good will to satisfy our needs,” he continued. Cary’s endorsement sealed my impression of Edith and the workers I observed as we talked. They appeared to be the supporting cast I had hoped for when leaving the States.

On the other side of the aisle were four men looking at a thrust reverser on a transport trolley. Other than the jet engine, the thrust reverser, which reduces the breaking speed of a landed aircraft, is perhaps the second most important component of a propulsion system. Among the men was a guy with salt-and-pepper hair broadcasting instructions to the other three men. Appearing unhappy about something he and the men were looking at, his voice resonated throughout the shop floor.

“It’s my boss, Robert. He’s in charge of the shop,” said Edith, rolling her eyes. Edith introduced us when Robert walked over beaming at me affably . The men admonished by him seemed to welcome the relief of my presence. I estimated Robert to be in his fifties. His welcoming, “Bonjour monsieur, Bienvenu,” had a gravelly tone. And despite his heavily,  French-accented English, every word he spoke was amplified. Volume appeared his way of getting the attention of others. During our introduction, he surely got mine.

Blaring his assessment of the state of our propulsion program,  which was similar to what Edith had said, Robert explained the key elements of the podding process.

“Well, the nacelle painting process is where the components are painted with the colors and patterns requested by the airline,” said Robert, while showing us the paint booths on the other side of the building. We followed him to an A-frame (a triangular-shaped steel structure), where an engine was hanging.

“The A-frame is where engines and nacelle components come together,” continued Robert with a brassy tone. Before he finished his description of the process, Cary made an appeal to have me located in the building close to Scott and Ian.

“Is there an office near the shop floor that he can use when he’s here?” said Cary pointing to me. “Locating him closer to where incoming engines and nacelle components arrive would give him a better opportunity to respond to issues when they surface,” Cary cited. As he listened to Cary’s justification, Robert nodded in agreement and offered a small office on the mezzanine, close to where Scott and Ian were located. It was more space than I expected. The windowless nook was enough to cover my basic needs of a desk, computer, and the invaluable telephone.

Content with Robert’s generosity, Cary and I followed him back to the shop, where he continued his explanation of the process. In the spacious, well-lit work environment, the workstations dispersed among the floor-to-ceiling pillars teemed with activity on  jet engines and nacelle units for twin- and single-aisle aircraft. Inlet cowls, some more than eight feet in diameter, and thrust reverser half sections, nearly as large, were conspicuous. Occupying many of the workstations were the triangular, steel A-frame fixtures. After marrying them on the A-frames, the structures were used to fit, adjust, and inspect engines and assigned nacelles components. Upon simulating an installation of a propulsion system on a wing-mounted pylon of an aircraft, the integrated units were final—accepted by inspectors and representatives of the purchasing airlines.

With Cary’s “We’ll get on these problems right away,” and Robert’s “Good. It’s about time someone does something,” Cary and I departed the podding facility for our next destination. A repair-and-upgrade station was set up at a separate location to correct discrepant thrust reverser units. Driving there, Cary mentioned, “We’re going to a place where the supplier of thrust reverser components and their contracted personnel coordinate and perform upgrades and repairs to specified units.” The thrust reversers were the components of propulsion systems that, upon landing an aircraft, are deployed to reverse a portion of engine airflow forward, reducing the ground (braking) speed of an aircraft. In the building, repairs were performed by the workforce of a local company that specialized in modifications of airplane components and aircraft customization.

The work station was located closer to the podding facility than I imagined. In a dull gray building appearing a modified aircraft hangar, we were greeted by two of the thrust reverser manufacturer’s on-site people. Americans, the two men stated they had been assigned there to oversee repairs developed by their engineers in the States. As they presented a brief overview of their duties, one indicated that they worked closely with contracted French mechanics to ensure the work met their company’s technical requirements. Limiting our visit to the Sogerma facility (thrust reverser repair station) to an introduction to the thrust reverser manufacturer’s on-site representatives, Cary and I departed to continue our tour of other pertinent facilities the next day. The time we spent with the podding folks had taken up much of the day.
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