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Forward

 

Between us, we have a total of 52 years' experience with Airlines, in Passenger, Cargo, and dealing with Cargo Agents, Passenger Agents, Crew, Catering, and all the less obvious elements that make up the Airline Industry. We have changed names of the characters involved to keep their anonymity.

All the tales are based on fact! People who know us personally will know the names of the airlines for which we worked. We know you will enjoy reading the funny "Tarmac Tales" as much as we enjoyed collecting and collating them for you. Enjoy your behind the scenes peep!

 

Wendy & Dave Laing

 


 

 

Early Days

 

Wendy was born in Essendon, not far from the original Melbourne Airport, now called Essendon Fields, which still has an aviation industry operating out of the old runways.

In her childhood days, in the late 40s to early 50s, passenger planes were still propeller jobs! One of her favourite things was to hear the engineers revving up and testing the engines late at night, as she lay in bed. The sounds rattled across the empty paddocks in the still night air, creating a comforting, mesmerizing drone, which helped her to get to sleep.

Little did she know that many years later, she would be involved in the industry herself.
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Dave, as a child, lived on a farm near the Royal Airforce Base at Leuchars, in Fife, Scotland.

Again in the late 40s and 50s, there were the old prop aircraft movements, followed later by the Vulcan Bombers flying overhead when Dave was playing or working in the fields below.

Little did he know that he was going to spend thirty-two years in this exciting industry.

It was this industry that brought Wendy and Dave together!
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In 1962, Wendy's school had a week's excursion to Tasmania, flying out of Essendon Airport to Hobart. The group was divided onto two separate flights. Wendy was one of the volunteers to go on the old DC3, whilst the rest of the group went on the newer Fokker friendship, which departed half an hour later.

It was a fun flight for Wendy, as it flew at a low altitude, and bumped through the clouds over the mountains in Tasmania. A few of the other girls were rather green by the time the aircraft arrived at Hobart. To everyone's amazement, the rest of the group, who had flown out half an hour later from Melbourne, were already standing at the fence in Hobart waving a greeting. 

Such was the difference in the speed of the older prop aircraft versus the more modern aircraft that the other half of the group had flown on!
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Dave's first commercial flight was in 1963 on a Viscount aircraft from Heathrow to Edinburgh. He bought a standby ticket for two pounds and was lucky to get one of the last seats.

The unfortunate thing, when he landed in Edinburgh, was that the airline had misplaced his baggage.

The baggage finally arrived the next day and was delivered to his home in Fife in a damaged condition. He put in a claim for the damage and received back the princely sum of seven shillings!
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Wendy's first international flight was out of the then new Tullamarine Airport, on a Boeing 707 to Honolulu via Sydney.

It was during the first few months' operation of the airport. Everything was sparkling new. 

It was certainly a new experience for Wendy, as she was quite used to flying domestically on only the older prop aircraft and the newer small jet aircraft. The 707 seemed enormous to her at that time.

Taking off from Sydney was a fantastic experience; flying out over the Sydney Harbour Heads and over the Pacific enjoying the longevity of the flight, the meals, and of course, the movies, which were screened onto the large screen located on the bulkhead at the front of each cabin section.

Just as well Wendy had an aisle seat to see the movie, because of certain heads blocking the view! Also, the movie was screened at a certain time, and there was basically no choice of what was screened.

On hindsight, the aircraft was so small, compared to the new A380s which have all the benefits of individual entertainment kits with music, games and a huge choice of movies available.
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Back in the mid 60s, when Dave was in the British Territorial Army, he did a few flights on RAF Britannia aircraft, where the passengers always sat backwards for safety reasons.

The cargo and baggage was stowed between the cockpit and the passenger section. 

On one particular flight, from Sharjah (Trucial States, now known as UAE) via Limassol (Cyprus) to Lyneham in England, he was first on board the aircraft, and so had the cargo at the back of his seat.

For the whole flight, he could not put his seat back. He was also suffering from sunburn, which he'd gained from the hot desert sun. As a result, he had to lean forward in his seat to stop the pain from the blisters on his back.

Wow, what a terrible flight! 

 

 


 

 

Aircraft Adventures

Many years ago, Dave was travelling around New Zealand and visited The Hermitage at Mount Cook.

The weather was bright and sunny, so Dave decided to go on a ski plane flight to the top of the Tasman Glacier. The ski plane had wheels plus skis for landing on snow or ice.

What an experience it was to land on pure ice on the aircraft's skis! The passengers all climbed out of the plane and gingerly walked around on the slippery ice in beautiful sunshine high in the mountains.

After reboarding the light aircraft, the Captain took off towards the snow covered, steep face of Mount Cook. 

Dave was lucky to be sitting up front in the co-pilot's seat. The pilot took the aircraft as close as he could near the side of the mountain, and then veered off at the last second.

Wow, that was scary! By the time everyone got their breath back, the pilot was heading back to The Hermitage where he landed the plane, just like a normal aircraft on wheels on the tarmac. The journey was then almost like a dream, and a hair raising one at that!
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In the late 1960s, Wendy was staying at the family holiday house at Mornington, on Port Phillip Bay.

After shopping with her father, late in the morning to get some food essentials for her mother, she noticed a small helicopter flying overhead at a low altitude, heading towards the Park on the bluff near the pier.

Naturally, Wendy and her father headed down to the park to investigate. The Ansett helicopter was taking joy rides around the district to raise money for charity. The flights were for a maximum of two passengers in the little Bell Helicopter, and were for a fifteen minute ride.

Of course, they couldn't resist, and lined up.

Their turn came after nearly an hour. They climbed aboard and buckled themselves in. Wendy's father had his camera with him (as usual) and got ready to take snaps of the adventure.

The Captain asked if they had anywhere special nearby that they wished to fly over.

"Of course," said Wendy's dad. "We have a house on Beleura Hill over there," pointing to the second bluff away.

Off they flew, eyes bulging with excitement. Once the chopper got to Beleura Hill, the house was pointed out to the pilot, who grinned and said, "Hey someone's sunbathing on the sundeck. Get your camera ready, Peter, and I'll go down and hover over the house for you to take a snap."

Despite hovering, tilting the chopper, yelling out of the open doors and waving, no one stirred in the house, or moved on the sundeck!

The flight ended up taking over twenty minutes, but was well worth every second.

When Wendy and her father arrived back to the house, they drove down into the carport. Her mother was the first to open the front door.

"Where have you two been? You missed a helicopter flying overhead, making a huge noise--what a stupid pilot!"

There was laughter, when they told the family who the two passengers were and that no-one moved on the sundeck or waved back!

One spooky note to this tale--several years later a bell helicopter crashed at Essendon Airport when coming into land. The only person on board was the pilot--the same one who had flown them that day years earlier!
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During Dave's visit to Sharjah when in the British Territorial Army in the 60s, part of the training was in an old Wessex helicopter.

Dave was seated against the wall opposite the main door. Everyone had their 40 pound packs on their backs, which made it difficult to sit back properly in the seat. They were all strapped in with a lap belt only.

On take-off, the pilot headed for the nearby desert. Once there, the sergeant yelled in his booming voice, what was going to happen next.

The helicopter was now hovering. It then tilted to the left at about 45 degrees, meaning that Dave was looking at the horizon and blue sky. The chopper was then moved back to a horizontal hover, and then tilted 45 degrees to the right. Dave, clutching his rifle, was now looking out at the sand, fifty feet below, and praying that his safety belt would hold!

At last, after what seemed like an eternity, the pilot straightened up the chopper while Dave's mates all laughed at the look of frozen fear etched on his face.

On return to base, Dave's jelly legs stepped down onto the tarmac with some relief!
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Quote: Airlink was the brand name of a helicopter shuttle service which ran between London's two main airports, Gatwick and Heathrow, between 1978 and 1986. Operated jointly by British Caledonian Airways and British Airways Helicopters using a Sikorsky S-61 owned by the British Airports Authority, the "curious and unique operation" connected the rapidly growing airports in the years before the M25 motorway existed. Although at one point the service was granted a licence to operate until 1994, the Secretary of State for Transport intervened and revoked the licence with effect from February 1986--by which time the continued existence of the link had become a "highly controversial issue" debated by Members of Parliament, airlines, airport operators, local authorities and many other interest groups. No similar service has operated between the airports since Airlink's cessation. End quote: (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Airlink_(helicopter_shuttle_service).

Wendy actually travelled from Heathrow to Gatwick on this service back in 1979.

What a unique experience! Once on-board, the captain and co-pilot ensured everyone was belted into their seats. The engine started and the walls inside shook in time to the 'throb--throb--throb' noise outside.

On take-off, the big helicopter slowly rose gracefully into the air, turned, and then headed across land for the 30 mile trip to Gatwick. The flight was only 15 minutes. What a difference to going by taxi via the old road network of the day!

On hind sight, such a service would be a nice 'romantic' ride between these airports, instead of using the M25, which today is clogged with traffic.
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Back in the early 70s, Dave decided to have a holiday in the Bahamas and Florida.

One of his many highlights of the trip was a Cessna flight from Fort Lauderdale Airport to Key West. Again, he happened to be lucky to sit in the co-pilot's seat for the hour long journey.

What a tremendous view of the long state road over the Keys and the bridges to Key West!

After landing at Key West, he booked a coach trip around the township, visiting the home of Earnest Hemmingway and the Port area, and seeing a sign pointing out to sea, "Cuba 90 miles". Key West was a lovely town. It was like going into a time warp of the 1930s.

On the flight back from Key West to Fort Lauderdale, a big storm followed them all the way. Behind them, Dave could see this huge front of black storm cloud. Luckily they made it back to Fort Lauderdale just in time. Five minutes after landing, this tropical rain storm hit with a vengeance when everyone was in the safety of the terminal.
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In the mid-70s, when Wendy was holidaying in Hawaii, she went on a Beechcraft day trip around the Hawaiian Islands.

She had to be up with the larks, as the bus picked her up from the hotel at 5.30 am, and took her to the back of the Honolulu airport to a hanger. Here, she met the other passengers over a light breakfast of croissants and coffee before take-off.

The first leg went from Honolulu to Maui, and was an idyllic experience, flying across the deep blue waters of the Pacific.

The day trip included stopovers on Maui, with a short bus tour, then around the coast of the big Island of Hawaii and its huge crater, and finally Kauai, with a visit to the famous Fern Grotto. The trip returned to Honolulu airport at dusk.

Strangely enough, Dave did the same tour about the same time. He was lucky to be sitting in the co-pilot seat for the whole trip.

In 1984, when Wendy and Dave were honeymooning in Maui, they realised that they had both done the same island day trip in the same year, but never met!
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In 2005, Wendy & Dave travelled via the famous Ghan from Adelaide to Darwin and back.

Whilst the train stopped in Katherine, Northern Territory, passengers could indulge in a scenic helicopter ride around the area for 5 minutes.

Luckily, Wendy & Dave got the last trip for the day, and the pilot asked if they wanted a slightly longer trip to see the train from the air.

"Of course" was the response.

The little Bell helicopter took off and headed to the railway line. The wind was very strong and gusty that day, and the chopper had no doors, so the wind blew through the cabin. Dave, as usual sat next to the pilot, because he had his video camera. The pilot obliged by doing two extra runs over the train and the video results were fantastic!

Some of the train passengers were a little jealous when told about the flight over the train. Most of them had been too scared to fly.

 

 


 

 

Airline Alliances 

 

We would like to point out here, that in the days we worked at Tullamarine together on the tarmac, and also during Wendy's days working in the city ticket office, there were many, many times when we socialised with the 'opposition' and also helped each other in time of need.

We have decided to include some of these moments into our Tarmac Tales.
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Airlines swapped equipment or 'borrowed' cargo pallets, containers, or tie-down restrainers, when needed urgently. If another airline had some spare pallets, one only needed to ask.

Everyone basically worked hard for their respective airlines, but when it came to 'after hours' all enjoyed socialising together.

These interline friendships formed a larger 'family' who became firm friends outside the industry, even after retirement. 
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We'll start with a very sad occasion. Wendy had changed to a different airline at the airport, but was still, at that time, working in the same Airline Cargo Handling Agent's building, on the same floor.

She had arrived early to work that day, and immediately sensed a gloomy atmosphere as she entered the front office of the building. The handling staff called her over.

"Did you hear the news this morning?"

"No, not yet, why?"

"Your old airline's aircraft... the one that left Melbourne yesterday... there was a terrible accident... I'm sorry..."

Wendy was in a state of shock. She had been talking to that crew on the tarmac the morning they left, as obviously she knew them from the years she worked with them. The Captain was a Senior Captain, who flew for the US Airforce reserve when on leave. The first officer, flight engineer, and maintenance engineer were very experienced.

Apparently the weather was very bad at the time, very low visibility, and one of the radars at Kuala Lumpur control was down.

For those of you who have landed there, you will appreciate the rugged, mountainous territory on approach to the airport.

Wendy went upstairs to her airline office, and was immediately offered a coffee and condolences. It was one very flat day, with every other airline at the airport offering their help and support. No staff liked to hear of accidents involving fellow airlines.
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