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The making of an air traffic controller
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1.

I started taking flying lessons when I was sixteen and was a licensed pilot at 17. As I look back on those days, I realize I really had absolutely no business driving a car by myself let alone driving an airplane around the sky. All I ever cared about was aviation, and by my senior year in high school I was desperately trying to figure out how I was going to be able to realize my dream of becoming an intrepid aviator. Unfortunately, I had no intention of changing the fact that I was one of the laziest people on the planet. 

Aside from aviation, the only other interest I had was the U.S. Navy. My father had been a back-seat gunner in an SB2C in the last months of WWII, and then became a commercial pilot during the golden age of corporate aviation. He started in a Boeing 247D, then got hired by a glass manufacturing company in Ohio flying DC-3s and Twin Beeches. The company bought a Saberliner, and a G-1. Eventually he flew the sexiest airplane I had ever seen in my life, the Grumman G-II. So basically, I grew up in the back of DC-3s, Twin Beeches and the earliest business jets. If something didn’t have wings on it, it could not hold my interest.

In the late 1960s model of my mind’s childish, fact free state I saw myself as a rakish, devil may care F-4 Phantom driver. Straight teeth, crooked smile, silk scarf floating in the breeze as I walked across the flight deck of a super carrier to mount my twin engine dealer of death. After a hair-raising catapult shot into the wild blue, that would in itself take the breath away from lesser men, I could wreak havoc on the godless communists that were sowing the seeds of democracy hating venom in Southeast Asia.

In reality, I sucked in school due to a nasty combination of being the class clown and a day dreamer. My grades were horrible, and even if I crept through the ungurded backdoor of some unwary college, the chances of actually completing four years of higher education were bleak at best. As my bad luck would have it, the Navy was just narrow-minded enough that simply really, really, really wanting to fly jets wasn’t good enough for them.

Then one fateful day my father said “Hey, have you ever thought about being a controller.”

Actually, I hadn’t. I had no serious idea as to what, other than to clear me for takeoff, and delay me on the ramp for no reason, controllers did. I had talked to them on the radio at least three times a week when I was learning to fly, but that was about it. I enjoyed talking on the radio when I flew, and I loved being around airplanes. And...just between us, the idea of being a jet jock was slowly slipping out of my grasp as reality started to grab me by the throat and slap me in the face. I was not college material. Hell I couldn’t even spell college, or collage, or whatever the hell it was.

My father set up a tour of the control tower, and radar room at Toledo Express Airport, and I was hooked. I went down to the navy recruiter three or four months before I graduated from high school and enlisted in the Navy on a delayed entry program that guaranteed ACA, or Air Traffic ‘A’ school right out of boot camp.

The early summer of 1973 found me jetting off to San Diego CA NATCC, two weeks after my graduation from good old Rossford High School. My 18th birthday was celebrated in boot camp by refining death defying military techniques, such as how to march, make my bed, stand really still for very long periods of time without passing out or throwing up, and how not to look up when an airplane flew into nearby San Diego airport. That last part was the most excruciating of all.

After boot camp I had a week of leave, then I was off to Naval Air Station Glynco in Brunswick GA, the home of Naval ATC at the time. The group that preceded us at Glynco had been the last class to occupy the huge WWII blimp hangars. Even to this day when you talk to anyone that learned the fine art of vectoring while sitting inside those monsters, they’ll bitch about how you could only walk in certain places because the ceilings were falling in, and everybody talks about how crappy the classrooms were. But if you pay attention, you can see a small glint in their eyes that says they’re proud to have been part of that history.  

Unfortunately, by the time our class arrived, the blimp hangars had been torn down (blown up to be more accurate), and the only thing we had to brag about were snakes, mosquitoes, and an uninspiring one story, painfully administrative looking dump of a structure, unceremoniously referred to as “the T building”. Since it wasn’t in the shape of a T, I assumed its name stemmed from the fact that it was painted the mundane unimaginative color of an anemic turd.

The amount of information that was crammed into our pointy little 18-year-old heads while we sat in the generic halls of the T building was astronomical. In three very short months, we went from knowing nothing about air traffic control, to completely understanding VOR, ILS, and NDBs. We all stood around in our free time trying to talk in nothing but acronyms to impress the “sheep shit” non-air traffic types that might be within ear shot.

We learned about approach charts, sectionals, weather, and enroute charts. We knew high altitude and low altitude strata, how runways are numbered, separation standards, radar standards, and speed control. We learned a plethora of information that now is second nature to me, and as comfortable as my own skin. But the most important thing we had beaten into our soft spots was that job #1 of ACA school was to weed out all the non-hackers that might grow faint when dealing with a 500 MPH closure rate, or that didn’t think working a “flame out” through two flights of fighters on an overhead approach sounded like “lots of fun”. We learned that those that didn’t hack the program were worthless, and beneath us, and better left forgotten.

ATC School in the “T” was the most atypical, bare bones, “you’ve got to be hosing me” mess of crap “schooling” that I ever received in my Air Traffic career. Well, that is until I got to that dump called Potomac Consolidated TRACON. But that’s for later in the book. Don’t get me wrong, the Navy and Marine instructors were great, if not a little insane, and the schooling was intense, well written, and well thought out. But our training aids were basically nonexistent. I don’t know what the radar simulator was like due to the fact that my first duty station was not a radar billet, but our tower simulators were...lacking.

Tower labs after ours would evolve into a tabletop with an airport painted on it. Students, (and this is no shit) would walk around with little model airplanes while the “controllers” would stand in the corner and yell control instructions at them. Eventually someone decided that building a fake tower facade in the corner of the room would help the learning curve. Why?  Who knows...it looked stupid. On the other hand, kindergarders thrived in that kind of environment, and we happy few were mere molecules above toddlers intellectually.  Today, a control tower simulator is a floor to ceiling computer generated program that is voice activated, and a real thing of beauty.

Basically, in the T building “simulator” we were just banging rocks together.

“Tower lab” was set up in a generic concrete block room with one door and no windows. Running along the full length of three walls were cabinets (we would soon learn to call these “consoles”). The tops of these consoles had about six inches of flat space so the controller could have a flat surface to write on, (or bang his/her head against). The rest of the top slanted up at 45 degrees so equipment that was set into it (wind instruments, altimeters, strip bays, etc.) could be easily seen. The instructor would stand in the middle of the room behind the student and “simulate traffic” by saying something like “Navy 123 is ready for takeoff.”  The student’s job was to dutifully stare at the wall as though he was watching the runway through a nonexistent window and “work air traffic”. At the same time, the ground controller, seated right next to the tower controller, would keep a watchful eye on his section of the blank wall while he pretended to have “vehicles” call to cross the active runway, or have an aircraft call to taxi.

One day as I was training on the tower, or “local control” position I had my ground controller ask if he could cross my active runway at mid-field with a truck. 

“Look out the God Damned window,” I yelled at him, as I pointed at the corner of the blank wall I was staring at. 

“I’ve got a guy in position down there,” I said in mock irritation,” so don’t ask me shit you already know the answer to.” 

I thought the instructor was going to wet his pants laughing. The other student just looked at me like a deer in the headlights, not knowing how to respond. Eventually he said “Truck 1, hold short of runway 27, traffic in position”.

The real problem for the instructors was trying to keep the simulated pressure up. Although...and unfortunately...military ATC schools, and the FAA academy no longer work this way. ATC training at the time was really only about two things. Make sure we knew how the system worked, and see who can’t take pressure so they can be weeded out early. In Navy schools some of the instructors were Marines, because the Navy and Marines Corp are basically one service. In Glynco we had a Gunny Sargent that I had served at least one tour as a grunt in Vietnam, then cross rated (changed jobs) to ATC, and wound up in Georgia teaching us how to vector. His nickname was Huggy Bear...mostly because he was huge, but he never smiled, had a wicked sense of humor, and always told Jesus jokes. 

One day I was “working local”, and Huggy was my instructor/pilot. He was just killing me with simulated traffic asking for impossible simulated horse shit. We had standard strip trays and strip holders in our windowless learning apparatus. Flight strips are strips of paper about an inch wide, and six inches long that are divided into many different boxes. Very exact information had to be entered into the appropriate box on each flight strip by hand to help us keep track of aircraft we were working. The information written in the boxes included things like call sign, type aircraft, number of aircraft in a flight, destination, requested altitude, and things like that. These flight strips were slid into special flight strip holders that, at the time, were made out of metal (now plastic...and I know I just dated myself). They had “feet” on the bottom so they would fit into a flight strip bay and slide easily. 

The strip holders were arranged in the strip bay according to where the traffic was in the traffic pattern. Helos in the hover pattern would be in one place, IFR (Instrument Flight Rules) departures would be in another, and traffic that was going to stay in the Touch and Go pattern (traffic that takes off, flies back parallel to the runway then lands, and takes off again for training) would be in another part of the bay. The VFR Pattern strips would be moved around based on what part of the pattern that traffic was in. Obviously, when all you were looking at was a concrete wall with no windows, the strip bay was all you had. 

So, there I was. The sky was black with those whores...I imagine...and I was talking a mile a minute. Every time that I thought I was starting to catch up, Huggy would throw more crap into the game. At some point I had two in-flight fires, and one engine-flame out over head all at once. When controllers sweat, and it stains the arm pits of their shirt we call it range rings. The bigger the number of miles to the range rings, the busier you obviously were. Even though it was a half-assed simulation, I had 20-mile range rings going. 

In my dimming periphery I saw something whistle past my head and land in the middle of my strip bay. Strips flew in all directions taking my entire air traffic picture with them.

As the dust settled, I saw a giant size 13, highly polished dress shoe sitting in the middle of what used to be my picture. 

Everything stopped.

“Keep working shit bird!” Gunny Huggy growled “those airplanes aren’t going to stop in midair for your dumb ass.” 

“Why’d you fling your shoe in there Gunny?” the ground guy whined.

“You just had two guys run together on the ramp while you were bitching at me,” Gunny Huggy said, matter-of-factly “Call out CFR, (Crash Fire and Rescue) and stop that traffic on the parallel taxiway.”

“What?” the ground guy said.

“Get the fuck out of there!” Gunny Huggy screamed into the student’s blank face. Then, turning around to another student, he said “Get his ass out of there, and don’t fuck up.”

It was then that I realized Gunny Huggy had no more idea what traffic I had in the pattern than I did. I started talking to the wall like a speeder trying to get out of a ticket. I was making traffic up so fast that Huggy had a hard time keeping up with answering my calls while he was chewing everybody else’s ass out.

“See that,” he was saying as he pointed at me “that’s what a fucking controller does!”

That was my first real lesson in ATC. When the world goes to hell, make stuff up that sounds reasonable, talk faster, and try to sound like you know what you’re doing even when you don’t. That one lesson would come to serve me very well over the course of the next 30 + years.     

Those of us that hacked the program, and actually graduated, were allowed to pick where we were going to be stationed based on our ranking in class. I knew where most of the places were that were being offered when my turn to pick came. The one place I had never heard of was Jacksonville FL, (hey, I was an 18-year-old from a corn field in Ohio). I wanted to see the world, so that’s what I picked. So, off I went, less than 100 miles down the road from Brunswick GA.

3.

I checked into NAS (Naval Air Station) Jacksonville sometime in early 1974 and, just like every FNG (fucking new guy) right out of school I had to do 12 weeks of service before I could start my actual job of safe, orderly, and expeditious flow of air traffic in and about the airport traffic area. I got to swab floors, and clean crappers in the barracks. It was killing me to be so close to my new profession, and yet so far away. Every night after the decks were sufficiently swabbed, and the toilets were clean enough for the Virgin Mary to eat off of, I would walk over to the tower and sit in the cab while the real controllers played acey-deucey and told war stories. These guys were like the ancient heroes of Greece to me. Hell, they must have been in their mid-twenties, and they actually “talked” to airplanes on a daily basis. That alone made them steely eyed bullet eaters in my book.

The first night I was allowed to sit in the tower with the Gods of air traffic, a P-3 Orion landed. One of the controllers looked up from the acey-deucey board and said “Hey, you want to do some real air traffic control stuff?”

“Hell yes!” was my salty reply.

“Pick up that phone...flip that switch down, and when the guy answers say ‘Lima, Lima 33 is on the deck’.”

I did as I was told. “What should I do with the flight strip?” I asked, holding the now limp and unsheathed strip of paper in my hand.

“Oh yeah, that,” he said without looking up. “Circle the call sign in red. Underline the type aircraft. Put a star in the initial box...” I dutifully did everything he asked “...now toss it in the shit can.”

Har, har. . . har, har, har.

Once I had done my penance in the barracks, I actually got to start plying my trade in the control tower. I quickly realized that, for the most part, controllers are lunatics. One night two of the controllers on the midnight shift in the tower were also pitchers for the facility’s softball team. As they kept a vigilant eye on the airport they were responsible for, they were also putting a serious dent in a case of beer they had in the tower with them. 

Yes, that is illegal as all hell.

Behind Jax tower is a seawall that was used during WWII to recover and launch Navy PBY Seaplanes. In the 70s this ramp was still in use by all of the ASW (Anti-Submarine Warfare) squadrons flying the venerable H-3 Sea King helicopter. A north/south taxiway, running right next to the control tower, connected the helo ramp to the parallel taxiway for the primary runway. At some point during the night one of the drunken controller/softball pitchers said to the other “Hey, I bet I can throw this apple all the way across that taxiway from the tower catwalk.”

“Bullshit,” came the thoughtful reply from across the tower.

The two drunken controllers walked out of the back door of the tower cab, into the warm, muggy Florida night, and stood on the three-foot-wide concrete walkway that ran around the outside of the tower cab. An occasional sailboat floated spectrally along the St. Johns River, slicing through the shimmering moonlit water like autumn leaves on a meandering forest stream.  

From the tower catwalk an apple sailed through the tropical night air. Rising on the gentle up curve of an arc that would, with any luck, finally give way to the compelling force of gravity, slide out of the apex and land on the opposite side of the taxiway.

. . . SPLAT!  The apple slammed into the centerline of the taxi way.

“Get the hell out of the way, and let me show you how to do this,” the other one said.

SPLAT, another piece of fruit right in the middle of the taxi way.

“Hey, I bet we can make it with this beer bottle.”

CRASH!

“Let me try that.”

CRASH!

“I’ll try a full one.”

SPLASH/CRASH.

Next morning as I opened the ground control position, the first helo up the taxiway said “Hey, what’s up with all the fruit, and broken beer bottles on the taxiway?”

The ass chewing from the top down was fast and furious. In the end the unwritten rule was “never fling FOD (Foreign Object Debris, leading to Foreign Object Damage) onto a movement area from the control tower.”

That was when I learned another real rule of ATC. As long as the job was getting done safely, nobody could really care less what else we were doing in the tower. Believe me, that is no longer an axiom in Air Traffic Control.

The real eye opener of my chosen profession was the, her to fore unspoken fact that I was essentially right back in school, and my job on the line. We’d been told that as soon as we got to our first duty station, after ensuring that all the toilets and floors were clean, we were going to have to start facility training. We were also told that if we didn’t cut the program, we would be unceremoniously shipped right back out to the fleet to spend the remainder of our four-year enlistment chipping paint on the USS Never Dock. 

I don’t know how anyone else perceived this, but I thought it was just some crap the lifers put out to scare us new kids into being productive. I instantly found out that this was far from true. On the very first day I checked into the facility, the facility Chief gave me my welcome aboard speech, handed me a stack of books, manuals, and charts that I could barely see over the top of, and told me that I would start working in base operations first. He also mentioned that I should utilize my base ops time to learn everything there was in all of those publications.

I still thought he was just screwing with me.

My savior at that time was one of the most militant black men, and the best friend I had ever known to that point in my young life. Think 1974 and the coming of the black revolution. The age of amazing afros, fist picks, medallions, right on, soul brother, black is beautiful, and don’t trust whitey. Doug Spearman was all of those things. Doug had a self-inflicted tattoo on his forearm that proclaimed he was to be known as Dougy. For some reason, for which I will be forever grateful, Dougy took an instant liking to me. It was probably my vacent eyes and perpetually dull, non-threatening expression. 

Base ops is the place where pilots come to file flight plans, complain about air traffic services, and arrange ground transportation if they are itinerant. As I assume is the case in the rest of the military, the junior officer in a flight crew would be tasked with doing all the paperwork and making all ground arrangements. Since these Ensigns and JGs were getting shit on by the officers above them, they would in turn shit on we peons in the base ops office. 

The first day I worked with Doug, I was, as the navy so appropriately liked to refer to it, jumping through my own asshole trying to make everyone happy. Doug watched this for about an hour before he took me to the side during a lull in the action.

“Look lucky,” he had already nicknamed me, “there’s only one rule that you’re going to have to remember if you’re going to survive. You can only do one thing at a time man, and if you try to do it all, these clowns are going to let you, then eat your lunch for fucking it up.”

“And another thing,” he said looking into my eyes for effect “you ain’t me brother. You better get your milky white ass in gear, and start hitting them books, or start learning all the words to “anchors aweigh”.

“What do you mean I’m not you?”  I asked, really not knowing what he was talking about.

“Look at me dude. The man ain’t never going to let me put a head set on this nappy ass head.”

I did look at him for the first time. His black afro pick might not have been stuck in his hair but the black fist on the end of it was sticking out of the top of his dungaree shirt pocket. He had a bad (read, awesome) looking goatee, and sideburns. The giant red, black, and green medallion in the shape of the continent of Africa might not have been worn on the outside of his shirt, but the impression of it could definitely be seen through his skivvy shirt. Doug was right, he wasn’t ever going to do anything but work the teletype, file flight plans for snotty little P-3 co-pilots, and answer the base ops telephone.

When I left base ops to go work in the tower, Doug was still sitting at that desk, and when he went to sea with me a year and a half later, he was assigned to the ATO (Air Transfer Office) (ATO) and he would never talk to an airplane aboard ship either. I used to spend a lot of time talking to him in the ATO office where he would teach me the nuances of black vernacular and preach to me that the revolution was coming. He told me that sooner or later the revolution would erupt, and I was going to have to decide what side I was on. Doug was a great mentor to me when I needed one most. He would have made one hell of a controller had he ever been given a chance.

I think about him often even now, over thirty years later, and I hope he made out OK. I miss him a lot.

4.

Thanks to Doug, I realized that these people were serious about what they expected me to know. There were a series of tests I had to pass before I could start training on any given position. And bypass, I mean get every single thing correct. It was considered bad form at this point in the history of Air Traffic to answer any pilots question with “standby”. If an itinerant aviator were to ask for the phone number to Base Ops, the very next transmission back to him had better be that number. Our instructors had stapled the mantel of superiority directly into the flesh of our impressionable shoulders. Now that we were out in the fleet, (any duty station) our piers were going to make damn sure we carried that banner of self-righteous knowledge to the users.   

All maps, whether surface, airspace, or airway maps, were to be drawn on a blank sheet of paper with no references. Runways are numbered according to the compass heading an aircraft is pointed when it is at the end ready for takeoff. In other words, a runway facing directly west is runway 27 (270 degrees), and the other end of that same runway is runway 9 (090 degrees). Taxiways are designated by arbitrary letters, and the small taxiways that connect other longer taxiways, or taxiways to runways (sometimes referred to as connectors), are designated by letter and number combinations. So, the long taxiway that parallels a main runway might be taxiway A or Alpha, and the connecting taxiways that come off the runway would be A1, A2, A3 and so on. I was lucky because at NAS Jax we only had three runways (six technically), two major taxiways, and about 20 connectors. 

On the airport diagram we drew from memory, we had to label all runways and taxiways, mark the length, and width of each one, show each arresting cable, how far down the runway it was, whether or not it was bi-directional, and what type of arresting cable it was. We had to label what type of runway lighting each runway had and what type of approach light system was at the approach end of that runway. We had to show, and label the crash and fire house, and tell what type of crash equipment was available, outside phone number, and the radio frequency we used to communicate with them. 

Every controlled airport has what is called a rotating beacon (light) somewhere on it. The type of beacon tells pilots instantly what type of airport they are landing at. A military land airport will have one green, and a split or double white light. Civil land airports have one green, and one white light. We also had to include the location of the rotating beacon on the airport and label its height above ground level. We had to show the location of the control tower, and label its height above sea level, and height above ground level. We also had to label all of the ramps, and mark the squadrons that used them, the type aircraft, tail letters, squadron radio call sign, squadron radio frequency, and operations phone numbers. NAS Jax was a master P-3 and H-3 base at the time, so we had five or six different squadrons of each, one reserve Marine A-4 Skyhawk squadron, a base S-2 tracker, and an H-1 Huey.

Most control towers at that time took their own tower visibility observations, so we had several landmarks that had been predetermined as visibility markers, (buildings and antennas) and the exact distance, and bearing from the tower, and height above ground was known. So, we labeled all of those as well, and if they were lighted or not. 

A lot of runways have something called instrument approaches that direct aircraft to them in low visibility conditions also known as Instrument Flight Rules (IFR), or more recently called Instrument Meteorological Conditions (IMC). These Instrument approaches are a system of radio navigational signals that provide either Azimuth information (aircraft position in relation left or right of the centerline of the runway) and distance from the runway, in the case of a non-precision approach, and azimuth, distance and glide slope (height above ground) information in the case of a precision approach. 

These approaches have a written procedure called an approach plate that a pilot can look at and know everything there is to know about that approach. The approach plate contains a side view drawing of the complete approach showing inbound and outbound radials, (headings to keep this simple) altitudes to cross fixes at, fix names, and the radials off navigational aids that make up these fixes, the names, and locations of these navigational aids, or NAVAIDS and the radio frequencies a pilot would tune in to receive these NAVAIDS. 

Additionally, on these approach plates there is a predetermined flight path, and procedure a pilot would follow in case of a missed approach, or a loss of communication with ATC. And finally, there are different categories of aircraft, and even different categories of pilot. Each approach has different weather minimums that each different category of plane or pilot would need to fly or “shoot” a particular approach. For example, one category of pilot might need a cloud ceiling of at least 500 feet above the ground, and/or a visibility of ½ a mile to shoot an approach. Another category for the same approach would only require a 300-foot ceiling and ¼ of a mile visibility. All of these minimums are printed on each approach plate.

We had to draw each approach on a blank sheet of paper from memory and include all of the information. We were lucky at NIP (Navy Jax towers ID) because we only had about 8 different approaches. Later when I had to do this all over again at places like Miami, and Detroit I had to draw 14 or 15 approach plates from memory.

We also had to draw the floor plan of the control tower from memory. Including all of the operating positions, and all of the frequencies that were associated with that position...both UHF and VHF. We had to include all telephones, crash and fire gear, fire extinguishers, and what type they were, field lighting controls (the control tower controls all field lighting at all controlled airports), light guns, and FM radios. Then we had to list all of the telephone numbers for every squadron, every office in the building, base security, base CFR (Crash, Fire and Rescue), and the transient ramp.

And finally, we had to draw the air space within 20 miles of the airport. At the time, not so much now, aircraft navigated from one place to another by flying airways. A VOR, or VHF Omnidirectional Range is a station that many of you have probably seen out in the middle of a corn field someplace and thought it was an abandoned Dairy Queen. They are always small, white, desperately desolate-looking structures, and have what would appear to be a giant upside-down ice cream cone for a roof. A VOR generates a separate radio signal for each spoke or radial representing all 360 degrees of the compass. Consequently, a pilot that is receiving a VOR, and knows he/she is on the 360-degree radial of one VOR can tune in a second VOR and see what radial they are on for that VOR. Then they can look on a chart, find where these radials cross, and hence know exactly where they are. This procedure has, for the most part, been replaced by a TV screen that displays a magenta line drawn on a map. Want to get from point A to point B? Follow the magenta line.  

An Airway is made up of VOR radials that go directly from one VOR to another. So, in essence, a pilot can look at an airway chart, tune in a VOR frequency, and fly to the published radial designating the airway, then follow it to the next VOR where a new radial will be flown to another VOR, and so forth until they reach their destination. Along this radial, or airway there may be other predetermined radials off other VORs that cross a given airway. The place where this radial intersects the airway is known as an intersection (I know, genius), and these intersections are marked on navigational charts with specific distance information from the VORs making up the airway. This way pilots that don’t have Distance Measuring Equipment (DME) on their aircraft can better tell exactly where they are on the airway.

Now, just to screw things up more, there are high, and low altitude airways. Low altitude airways go from the surface to 18000 Feet (also known as Flight Level 180. Flight levels begin at 18000 ft) and are referred to as Victor airways. Airways above this are high altitude airways, and are referred to as J routes or Jet airways. All of these airways have names like J-52 or V-180 (the V routes are, or were, called Victor Routes, like victor 180) and these names have nothing to do with radials or names of VORs or anything else. They’re just numbers that some beady eyed, overpaid, and under-dressed bureaucrat stuck in some dark, musty little room someplace thought sounded good for that airway.

Now, if you really wanted to open a vein, I could go into colored airways like Amber 699 and 700 but the only reason I would do that is to be a smart ass.

At any rate, we had to draw this airspace on a blank sheet of paper. The airspace had to include boundaries, who owned the airspace on the other side, what landline was used to communicate with them, and what radio frequency they used to communicate with pilots. The VORS, and any other NAVAID that might be out there, the name and radio frequency of that VOR or NAVAID, all of the airways that came from each VOR, the name of that airway, both of the radials that made it up, any intersections that might be on that airway, the name of it, and the DME of the intersection to both VORs. We had to do that for both high and low altitude charts. The only way to learn this information was to draw, and write it over, and over, and over, again until you could do it in your sleep. I can’t even begin to imagine the amount of paper we pissed away doing this. A god friend of mine, Wayne Formby, would get a large pad of newsprint then drive a nail through the entire pad where the VORs were. All he had to do after that was draw in the rest of the information.

The fun part was that I had to learn all of this at the same time I was remembering every single rule that was in a 200-page book titled ATP, (Air Traffic Procedures. Now known by the more bureaucratic title 7110.65, or just the seventy-one ten, or, ) and how one rule applied to another. But even better was what was about to come. I was going to have to remember ALL of this at the same time I was trying to squeeze a flight of A-4s out between 2 landing P-3s that were six miles apart and going 140 MPH towards the runway. Then I would hope I made the right decision as the first P-3 tried to get off the runway so I could clear the A-4s for takeoff, then hope they got the hell out of the way before the next P-3 landed.

Jesus, I LOVED that job!!               

5.

Once I had crammed all of that knowledge into that little pea-sized brain of mine it was time to start actual On the Job Training (OJT). Basically, there are three separate control positions in any given tower. Flight data, or just plain ole data, was mostly a secretarial position. The “data” guy would answer the phone, write flight information on flight strips, and make sure these strips would get to the appropriate control position on time. Due to its simplicity, and lack of a possibility of accidently killing any intrepid aviators, this was the first position you trained on.

Developmental controllers, or trainees, were given a certain number of hours to learn a position. While they were in training a certified controller would be “plugged in” with them, and they would be constantly quizzed on rules, and area knowledge. Not only questions asked by the designated trainer, but any FPL (Full Performance Level) controller that might be standing in the tower at the time. The trainiee could expect an ass chewing if they did something wrong, or God forbid, did something different than the trainer would have done. At the end of every session the trainer would critique the trainee. That was a training profile that worked great in Air Traffic then, and still does today. Controllers are type A personalities on steroids. Suffering the humiliation of not knowing was only going to happen once. The pinnacle of training was being able to prove the instructor wrong. That instance was rarer than a politician that could answer a question simply yes or no.   

At any time during the training process, if your trainer thought you might be ready to be “checked out” on a position he would tell your supervisor you were ready, and your supervisor would give you a “check ride”. This meant that the supervisor would plug into the position with you, and watch you work moderate to heavy traffic for an hour or so. If you didn’t screw anything up in that amount of time you would be “certified” to work that position on your own. If at any time after you were certified you screwed up...and got caught...you could be de-certified on that position, and have to start training all over again, and endure another check ride.

This was clearly a young person’s game.

I checked out on Flight Data fairly quickly, and moved on to Ground Control. The ground control position is responsible for all traffic, both aircraft and vehicles, that are moving around the airport on designated movement areas, (taxiways, some ramps but not others, and some roads but not others). This is the first time I was going to actually talk to real pilots in real airplanes. It was also the first time that I got to be bitched at for improper phraseology. There is a very, very specific way that controllers and pilots communicate. If a controller strays from that phraseology and something bad happens, his/her ass is hanging out.

And not in the good way.

I would say “Lima, Lima three one, Navy Jax ground, taxi to the runway.”

“What runway is that dip shit?” my trainer would ask.

“Nine”

“Then say Niner”

“OK...Nine”

“That’s niner Goddamnit!  What the hell did they teach you in school anyhow?”

I checked out on Ground fairly quick also because the airport layout at Jax is fairly simple, and nearly impossible to screw up.

Local Control was last, and by no means least. Because of the close coordination that goes on between the two positions, local and ground control are usually right next to each other in most towers, and I think I can go out on a limb here by saying that Local is the most popular position in the tower. 

The local position is responsible for all of the traffic on the active runways, and any traffic operating within the airspace controlled by that tower. This is usually an area that includes the airspace from the center of the airport out to a five-mile radius, and up to but not including 3000 feet above the surface. Local got to clear aircraft for takeoff and landing and talked to every pilot that entered his airspace.

The coolest part of local was an operation called “shooting the gap”. In a one runway operation, the departing aircraft have to share the runway with the arrivals. Let’s say on a fictitious airport you have four Boeing 737s waiting for takeoff. At the same time, you have 8 Boeing 737s lined up six miles apart, all going 170 MPH intending to land on that same runway. Now, the easy thing to do is wait until the inbounds land then let the departures go. But we’re delaying people then aren’t we, and we can’t have that.

Let’s roll that first 73 (pronounced seven three. Look at you talking like a controller already) before the first arrival gets here. Clear the pilot for takeoff, but tell him “no delay on the runway, traffic on a three-mile final”. NOW he knows not to jerk around or he’s going to have aerial sodomy committed against him. Let’s clear the inbound 73 to land but tell him traffic is the 73 you just rolled so he knows that you have the picture, and you actually know what you’re doing. Also, tell him to keep his speed up so he doesn’t slow down, allowing the gap behind him to close so you can’t get another one out.

Now, when that arrival gets about 100 feet from the approach end of the runway, tell the next departure to taxi into position and hold. You tell him that before the arrival actually gets to the runway because there is no way the departure can jump out in front of the arrival, and the departure is moving into place as soon as the arrival passes him.

Now, tell the guy you just put into position that traffic is on final, and he should be ready to go. Make sure you tell the guy that just landed not to waste any time getting off the runway. Once the arrival is clear of the runway clear the guy in position for takeoff, reminding him not to screw around because of the arrival traffic, and clear the guy on final to land.

Now just keep doing that until you run out of airplanes...

Oh yeah, one other thing...don’t screw up.

Now, throw in trucks crossing the runway, overhead approaches, touch and goes that you have to weave into the other final traffic, the occasional emergency, and voilà, you have local control. Local control was, and still is to me the most fun I’ve ever had in my life while I was getting paid to do it. 

After you pass the written test for every operating position in the control tower, and after you train until you were ready to be certified in under the allotted amount of time, and after you passed the scrutiny of the check ride for each position, you were then deemed ready to work traffic by yourself. But if you should screw up, all of that is going to be taken away from you. This is what makes successful controllers seem somewhat arrogant. We know we made it through one of the most scrutinized processes in the world, and came out the other side successful. We know that only a small percentage of the population has what it takes to do this job, and we were the chosen few. We knew this because all along the way others, that might have been exceptional in another field had failed and were left behind.

Additionally, if you move to another facility, and this is the same in the military as well as civilian ATC, you start the facility training all over again. It doesn’t matter how long you’ve been a controller, or how busy the facility was that you worked in previously, what your rank was, or even how good you were at your job previously. When you went to a new place you had to prove yourself all over again.         

6.

After I was certified to work by myself, I was allowed, or forced, to work the dreaded midnight watch. From Midnight till 8 in the morning you had to man the tower while not a damn thing happened. It was tough. The story I’m about to relate has become very timely recently since you would get the impression that suddenly controllers are dropping off to sleep like a witch suddenly cultivated a field of poppies in the control room. Controllers have always slept on the mid, just like doctors, and fire fighters. Today these controllers are just getting caught at it.

One night, when I was the senior controller (at 19 years old) in the tower on the mid night shift. I told the junior guy with me that he could take the first watch while I slept on the couch in the back of the tower. 

“Don’t fall asleep or I’ll kick your ass off the tower catwalk,” I told him.

At some point I awoke to find the tower cab flooded with a bright blinding light. A voice, coming from nowhere, and everywhere all at once, was proclaiming that it could see us, and it was going to have a giant piece of each and every one of our sorry asses. I looked around and saw the other controller slumped over the BRITE (Bright Radar Indicator Tower Equipment) radar scope that was set in the tower console. He was just awakening from his slumber. 

As it turned out, in the middle of the night an H-3 pilot had the audacity to try to taxi out for some night work on the St. Johns River. When he couldn’t raise anyone on the radio after many, many attempts he taxied up to the base of the tower, hovered up to tower level, turned his search light on us, and chewed our asses over the radio.

After this I did everything, I could to stay awake at night no matter how many of us were up there. We had three light guns hanging from the ceiling in John Towers Tower. These were the good ole’ navy light guns that were twice the size of a coffee can. The colored lenses were changed by a handle near the front of the can that twisted. Sometimes to stay awake I would hold the triggers down on our three light guns with a rubber band so the light would stay on. I put each light on a different colored lens, twisted the lights on their hanging wires into the ceiling then let them go, effectively putting on my own disco show.

Man, it was boring up there.

7.

I was 19, a certified controller, and as such I was expected to train new people how to slam aluminum around the sky. Two F-4 Phantoms had diverted to NAS Jax from NAS Cecil Field for some reason. The great F-4 Phantom, for those of you in the ranks of the uninitiated, is one of the biggest, loudest, smokiest, most beautiful fighters that have ever been built. It’s an aerodynamic homage to the fact that if you strap enough thrust to anything it will fly. The wing tips bend up, the horizontal stabilizers bend down. The bubble canopy for the tandem sitting two-man crew hunkers down between two giant air intakes that scoop up vast amounts of oxygen, then fling it out the backend converted into raw power, and black smoke. Both the Navy’s Blue Angels, and the Air Force’s Thunderturds, oops, I mean Thunderbirds, flew the F-4 at the same time, and it was a beautiful thing to see.

The pair of Phantoms checked onto our frequency with some ultra-cool call sign like “Gunfighter zero one”. After working nothing but big, lumbering four engine P-3 Orions, and stubby little H-3 Sea Kings all the time, I was positively giddy about getting to work an actual whistling messenger of death. I could just imagine the overly straight teeth, and wickedly crooked smile of the fighter jock in the front seat as he lined that evil looking, two-holed monster up with our runway.
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