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Praise for Extraordinary Canadians



“This collection of greats is astounding. It shows what Canadians do: we think of others and act selflessly, and with great and quiet courage. As I read through these pages, I felt that each person formed infinite branches of an eternal maple tree, flickers of the flame that burns bright upon Parliament Hill and within the hearts of all of us.”

Jesse Thistle, #1 bestselling author of From the Ashes

“Three words describe the Canadians whose stories are told in this book: courage, resilience, and imagination. The courage to face the unthinkable and take on the impossible. The resilience to pick up when things go wrong and carry on. And the imagination to find new ways of living and giving. These heroes, sung and unsung, teach us what it is to be a Canadian. An entertaining and uplifting read.”

Beverley McLachlin, former Chief Justice of Canada and bestselling author of Truth Be Told

“[A] remarkable collection of personal stories about Canadians, many of them unknown to the wider national community, who have helped make this country a better place for all.”

National Post

“A feel-good, inspiring read.”

Toronto Star

“Extraordinary Canadians is a book about extraordinary Canadians written by an extraordinary Canadian. Everything about it is extraordinary. Some would say that to brag about being extraordinary is un-Canadian. I say, it’s time we celebrated ourselves. But what do I know? I wasn’t extraordinary enough to be included in this book. Screw you, Peter.”

Mark Critch, comedian and bestselling author of Son of a Critch

“[A] wide range of inspiring stories from the perspective of seventeen Canadians who aren’t necessarily well-known but have made a difference in their own ways across the country.”

The Canadian Press

“One of the book’s many strengths is the way the authors let their subjects discuss their achievements within the full context of their lives, alongside failures, frustrations, and disappointments of all sorts. The achievements are diverse in nature but share a theme: they found their strength and calling in fighting conditions that initially seemed insurmountable. The range and diversity of the subjects is a tribute to their legwork—and the composition and diversity of this country. It is, in essence, a love letter to his country.”

Policy Magazine

“A welcome exposure to an abundance of goodness afoot in Canada… Fresh and illuminating… The book especially deserves its own stamp of ‘extraordinary.’ ”

Winnipeg Free Press








Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: How Canada Works: The People Who Make Our Nation Thrive, by Peter Mansbridge and Mark Bulgutch. Published by Simon & Schuster Canada Adult. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]






For my parents: Brenda and Stanley

They, too, helped make Canada work






Introduction

In the 1990s, I was driving from Toronto to my cabin in the Gatineau Hills on the Quebec side of the Ottawa River. It was early on a glorious late-spring morning, and the sun was shining. There was hardly anyone on old Highway 7 near Perth, Ontario, and I was singing along, badly I’m sure, with my radio. And I’ll admit, I was pushing the speed limit.

At that time, I had been the anchor of The National and the chief correspondent for CBC News for almost a decade. It was a great job, working alongside dedicated colleagues determined to share with Canadians a clear-eyed and unbiased look at the news each day. I still had to pinch myself every morning to believe the job was actually mine. It had taken me across Canada, from coast to coast to coast, and around the world, and allowed me to meet some of the most famous people on the planet. I had been lucky enough to win several journalism awards. I was recognized almost every time I went out, which was a strange thing for an introvert to handle, but I was always grateful to the people who cared about the work we were doing and who wanted to talk about our country and the world.

As I was driving down Highway 7, my foot a little heavy on the pedal, I don’t remember what I was thinking. I’m sure it must have been about work, as I was always thinking about work. I certainly wasn’t thinking about the speedometer.

Suddenly, I saw flashing lights in the rearview mirror and heard the familiar sound of a siren. A police officer was signalling for me to pull over. There weren’t any other cars on the road, so it was obviously me he was after. Not a good feeling.

I slowly pulled onto the gravel shoulder on the side of the road and, anticipating what would happen next, leaned over to the glove compartment and began to gather my essential documents: driver’s license, registration, and insurance. I lowered my window as the officer walked up to the side of the car. He got straight to the point.

“License and registration, please.”

I remember he was in sunglasses. Okay, maybe I made that up. They always wear sunglasses in the movies. But it’s my story anyway.

He looked at me. And my papers. And my license.

He studied the license for a moment and then took off his sunglasses—dramatic pause—and said with an air of surprise, in fact, almost excitement, “Peter Mansbridge!”

I felt the tension release from my body. God, I love this job.

I smiled. He smiled back.

“We were in Sea Scouts together in 1962 in Ottawa!” he said.

Wait. What? I thought back. Yes, I had been in Scouts in Ottawa in 1962, and though I didn’t remember him, I said: “Of course, yes, I remember.”

We laughed and chatted about the names we recalled and the trips we took, stretching our minds back to those carefree teenage days. It was almost friendly. Until we ran out of things to say.

Then, there was a pause.

“So, Peter, what do you do now?” he asked. And then he gave me a ticket.

I tell that story often. In fact, I told it two years ago in my last book, Off the Record, a collection of anecdotes, some funny like that one. But I tell it here for a different reason. It makes me realize how connected so many of us are to our jobs, and how our jobs are a part of who we are, me included.

By the time I was seventeen years old, I had given up on high school and began a series of jobs. The first was as a counsellor and lifeguard at an all-boys summer camp, where I eventually became waterfront director. Then I joined the Royal Canadian Navy and went into the pilot training program with dreams of being a Top Gun of sorts, but Tom Cruise I wasn’t. After leaving the Navy, I travelled from my last base in Portage La Prairie, Manitoba, to Ottawa, where I got a job as a gas station attendant at Roy Rump’s ESSO station at the corner of Island Park Drive and Richmond Road. I learned the secrets of serving the public while ringing up the till. There was little profit on gas sales themselves, but there was 50 percent or more profit on everything else. So when you set the pump to fill slowly—there was no self-serve back then—you had lots of time to check the oil, sell window washer fluid, air filters, and if you were really good, maybe notice the tires were getting a bit bald on the edges. I was good. Roy used to brag to his pals about just how good I was. The hours were long, and days off were rare. I still remember how we’d all joke about what ESSO really meant: Every Second Saturday Off.

But my girlfriend was out west, so I headed back to the prairies. It wasn’t long before I was not only out of work but also out of money. One day, while sitting in the bus depot in Winnipeg, I noticed a newspaper ad: TRAFFIC AGENT WANTED. And I thought, “Why not?”

The job interview led me to short stints as a baggage handler, ticket agent, and sometimes flight announcer for the regional airline, Transair, in Brandon, Manitoba; Prince Albert, Saskatchewan; and finally, Churchill, Manitoba.

By a fluke, it was a CBC radio executive hearing my voice announcing flights that got me my next job as a late-night radio host, which led to a series of jobs, first as a reporter in Winnipeg, then as The National’s correspondent in Regina, a parliamentary correspondent in Ottawa, the weekend anchor in Toronto, then the full-time anchor, and finally to chief correspondent of CBC News. Go figure. I don’t think they had a human resources department checking qualifications in those days!

That title of chief correspondent is second only to one other title in my life: Dad (and now Grampy).

But I earned and lived that title as a core part of my being. And that’s what I try to get to in this book. For so many of us, our jobs matter to who we are as individuals, as members of a community, as people who live and contribute to society, as Canadians. But the jobs we have make Canada work. That’s right, they make Canada work. Let me explain.

When my family immigrated to Canada in the mid-1950s, I was just six years old. My parents spent a lot of time trying to convince my sister and me how great Canada was and how we would quickly come to love it. In making his case, my father used to point to a map and say, “Peter, look how big Canada is!” And seeing as we’d come to Canada from England and what was then Malaya, it sure looked a lot, lot bigger than where we’d left.

“But it’s more than size. Canada is so different in its parts,” he’d explain, “but it still works.”

Geography, language, culture, regional differences on all kinds of issues. But it still works. He’d talk about not getting fooled by the loudest voice arguing that the country didn’t work. He’d wax on about the great Canadian tradition of compromise, and perhaps most importantly, about how the majority of Canadians just go about their day, doing their thing, doing their job. They make Canada work, he’d say. My sister would take it all in. I, on the other hand, wasn’t convinced. Show me, I’d think. If we Canadians are, as the old saying goes, a sum of our parts, and that sum was positive, then I wanted to see it.

Almost seventy years of crisscrossing the country have given me that opportunity. And I can confidently say now that my father was right.

When Mark and I started talking about a new book to write together, we looked back at our first joint production. Extraordinary Canadians in 2020 resonated with readers because it told Canadians about some very special people: people who made a difference, often when they faced a major obstacle in their lives and refused to back down. Through us, they spoke about how they handled challenges, and in doing so, their stories have inspired others and made a difference in many other lives.

In this book, we take it a step further. We try to understand extraordinary individuals in light of not only who they are but what they do. When we think of what makes this country function, it’s the jobs—both big and small that help us run our lives each and every day—but what makes Canada work are the people doing those jobs.

Early in the Stephen Harper majority government of 2011, I had breakfast with one of the prime minister’s top advisors, Kory Teneycke, who told me, “The problem with the legacy media is you are missing what real Canadians are talking about. You spend so much time drinking your own bathwater, you don’t listen to what real people in different parts of the country are saying about their lives.” I’ve never forgotten that friendly lecture and have tried to use it in practice, and I’ll try again here.

And so, you won’t find politicians, business leaders, celebrities, or—and I say this carefully—activists in this book. That’s not to say none of those people are worthy, but it is to say that’s not who we were looking for. Instead, we found air traffic controllers, grocery store clerks, funeral directors, minor-league hockey coaches, local meteorologists, First Nations elders, high-rise window washers, and a host of others. These are not the people you see on billboards or featured in interviews—these are your neighbours and members of your community. They are the woman who lives down your street, the guy gassing up at the next pump, and the person you pass by in the airport when you’re travelling the country. They are the people who do their jobs in a uniquely Canadian way that makes Canada not only work but thrive. And we can learn from the way they approach their jobs with grace, kindness, and selflessness.

That’s what we hope to show in these stories. We also hope that these stories remind you of your own job and how what you do, whether it be big or small, contributes to this country.

We are, after all, the sum of our parts.

Peter Mansbridge

Stratford, Ontario






The Neskantaga First Nation is hundreds of miles north of Thunder Bay, not far south of James Bay. It is remote, almost hidden among the gorgeous trees, rocky cliffs, lakes, and rivers of northwestern Ontario. It’s also home to one of the country’s great scandals, a boil-water advisory that dates to the mid-1990s—no other community in modern-day Canada has spent this long without safe drinking water. Its chief is my friend of a few years now, Wayne Moonias.
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THE CHIEF

Wayne Moonias

I was eleven years old, sitting at my classroom desk, eyes on the old clock on the wall while the snow fell outside. It was November of 1983, and I was very excited because my mother was returning to our home in Neskantaga First Nation that evening. She had been getting health care at the nearest major health centre in Sioux Lookout, a community about 350 kilometres to the southwest. The night before, my father told us that she was bringing back gifts for me and my two younger brothers, Joey and Wilson. When you live in a remote northern community, gifts don’t come along very often, and so this news caused quite a stir. I was awake much of the night wondering what she’d gotten for us, and now in class, I couldn’t take my eyes off the clock. My mom’s Austin Airways plane from Sioux Lookout, with a stop in Sandy Lake First Nation, was due at four p.m., and each minute ticked by at a painfully slow pace.

Finally, the class day was over, and I raced home and waited. Four o’clock came and went, and there was no sign of my mother. Another half hour passed. By five o’clock, my father came home from the airport. Alone. He was clearly distraught.

“Something has happened. I’m not sure what, but it’s not good,” he said. That was something I didn’t want to hear. I was worried.

It had been snowing, heavy at times, that day, but weather in our region is often iffy, and the pilots were used to flying in less-than-ideal conditions to get into Neskantaga First Nation.

“I’m going back to the airport,” my father said.

That left me alone in our home. Joey and Wilson were playing down the street with friends. Our home was small, very small. Two bedrooms, one for my parents and one for the three of us boys and our two older siblings, Howard and Dorothy, who were away at high school in Thunder Bay, plus other kids from the community who often stayed with us. My mother called it a “shack” because it was crowded with kids, but she also said it was crowded with love. She was amazing in the way she cared for us and encouraged us, whether it was to play hard or study hard.

But that day, I was alone, sitting and staring at an empty house. Once again, I waited. And waited.

Then my father came home.

“She’s gone.” For the longest time that was all he said. “She’s gone.”

I eventually found out that the Twin Otter carrying my mom had been caught in sudden whiteout conditions—snow and freezing rain—moments before it reached the runway. The plane smashed into the ice of a lake about half a mile from the airport. The landing gear was torn off, and the plane spun 180 degrees, slid into the rocks on the shoreline, and then burst into flames. The pilots survived. Four of the five passengers, my mother among them, did not.

My dad was in tears for hours. So were my brothers. And so, too, were all the people who came to our house that evening to grieve. Everyone, that is, except me. I could not cry. I was in shock.

After that day, I became terribly depressed. I started staying away from school. I had once been a bright student with top grades, but now I was failing classes and dropping out. I went from being a kid who had lots of friends to a boy who wanted none. Things got so bad that I considered ending my life.

And then I found a reason to live.

In the weeks and months that followed, my dad’s brother, Peter, and his wife, my aunt Maggie, often came by our house to see how we were doing. Uncle Peter was first a councillor and then the chief of our First Nation. His work never stopped, and so I got a front row seat to his job. And it was watching him that helped me out of my depression.

He genuinely cared about people, and he never walked away from someone else’s problem. As chief, his phone rang, not just in the daytime, but also in the middle of the night, and he always answered it. The issues were often minor, not that different, except in scale, from what elected officials in urban Canada face, but sometimes they were major, and tragic. A fire, an accident, a missing person in the bush, a child suicide. He was there for them all.

He also dealt with the daily issues facing our community. Everything from managing budgets and securing much-needed jobs in the surrounding Ring of Fire mining district, whose natural resources were and are a great hope for the future, to changing the name of our band from Lansdowne House to its new, more traditional name of Neskantaga First Nation. My uncle also oversaw the relocation of Neskantaga in the late 1980s at the suggestion of the bureaucrats in Ottawa because of infrastructure and flooding issues. It was only about twenty kilometres. Still, moving a community of three hundred people isn’t easy, but we did it for the promise of better services, including clean running water in every house.

For decades, the one place we could get safe water was at the local Indian Agent’s office because it was the only building that had modern plumbing. After the relocation, in 1993, millions of dollars were spent on the construction of a purification plant, but it was unable to disinfect and deliver clean, safe water to homes. For years, the government has given contract after contract to southern operators to fix the problem, but they have yet to find the solution. In 1995, Neskantaga went under a boil-water advisory. Twenty-eight years later, the advisory is still in place—longer than any other community in Canada. The water crisis continues to plague residents to this day. It’s a crisis that is known around the world, and it was the most important issue my uncle faced.

By the time I was in my early twenties, I knew I wanted to be the Uncle Peter of my generation. I wanted to confront the problems and try to solve them, so I ran for council. And when, in 2014, Peter was ready to step down, I ran for chief, and here I am—chief of the Neskantaga First Nation. The problems are now mine.

Now, it’s me you see when the parade of various federal and provincial officials and documentary film crews from around the world come to Neskantaga. All arrive with their cameras in tow to show their concern for the never-ending boil-water advisories and promise they’ll do what they can to end this blight on not only our community, but the province and the country. It’s also me who fights for better resources for our schools and medical facilities. It’s me who weighs the need for mining jobs against the need to protect our environment. Outsiders don’t often realize that, for us, the health of our sturgeon and moose, and the free-flowing nature of our rivers and lakes, is more important than a new mine, even when that mine offers jobs and a more secure financial future for some of our residents.

And it’s my phone that rings at three in the morning when a weeping mother tells me her teenage son or daughter, driven by hopelessness for the future, has hung themselves in their room. It’s me who goes to the home to help bring the child down. It’s me who stays and tries to comfort a family torn by grief. In those times, I often think of Uncle Peter and how he sacrificed to help others. When I was going through my grief, he and many others in the community gave up their personal time to do such a mission, and that made so much of a difference in my life—it helped pull me through those terribly dark times. And that’s why, now, I try to be the one who shows compassion, who helps bring someone else to the other side of grief.

Out of all the challenges our community faces, it’s the ongoing battle for safe water that remains the number one issue. Many of our people complain about scars and sores, and some even say they can’t take a shower without vomiting. We’ve been looking for the answer for almost thirty years, and we won’t give up until we find it. It’s a long list of concerns, and I spend most of my time ensuring that I deal with them and showing that I care about each and every one of our residents, just as my uncle Peter did.
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As chief of the Neskantaga First Nation, I work to protect its land and its people.



My leadership philosophy is pretty simple. I don’t lead from the top down because I don’t consider myself at the top. I see myself at the same level as other members of my First Nation, and as such, my role is to be an equal partner in making the community work. We have enough challenges in Neskantaga; we don’t need a bossy chief. We need an understanding one, and that’s what I try to be.

The past two summers, the Indigenous Services minister, Patty Haidu, has come to Neskantaga. Usually a visit from a federal cabinet minister means a session in the offices of the First Nation with the chief and some councillors, and if there’s time, traditional entertainment before the minister heads back to the airport to fly to her next stop. This time, I decided to shelve the official meeting and instead invite people to meet the minister at the community centre. I asked different groups to think about what they wanted to say to the minister and the government—things that impacted their lives, the good and the bad. And they did.

I was there, but I was watching and listening. That’s my kind of leadership. Finding the moment to put other people ahead of me, empowering them, and making sure their voices are heard. I want them to know that their chief cares about them and wants to give them, not me, the chance to have their say directly to a minister of the Crown. That’s what I am most proud of accomplishing in my time as chief.

The day after the plane crash back in 1983, those working at the scene found a piece of luggage. My mother’s name was on it: Bessie Moonias. Somehow the bag was still intact. They gave it to my dad, and he brought it home.

Inside were the gifts Mom had purchased in Sioux Lookout for me and my brothers. There were no names on the packages, so my dad chose which one he thought was meant for which son. The one he decided my mother had picked for me was a squishy foam ball with white, red, and blue colours that made me think of Pepsi-Cola. It sounds a bit silly, but still, I think of it as the Pepsi-Cola ball. I played with it endlessly for years, and when it wore out, I replaced it with a new one, which I cherish to this day because it is my connection to my mom.

A few times each year, I head off up or down the river to hunt and fish. I’m Indigenous, after all. Those desires are in my blood, my soul, a part of my core. We are raised to believe that we have a deep connection to the earth and the water, that being on the land is part of our relationship with the Creator. But even kilometres away, the responsibility of being chief never leaves. We have a system of radio links along the waterways, so I’m never out of reach. It’s rare, but sometimes I’ll get word of a crisis and head back. Some people say, “Why, Chief? Others can handle it.” Yes, they can, but I’m the chief, and I’ll ask myself, “What would Uncle Peter do?” Case closed. And I head home.






I’ve always had a fascination with aviation. I’ve spent hours at airports just watching the comings and goings of people and planes. I even worked for an airline for a while before I got into broadcasting. And still, today, whenever I pass by or through an airport, I always glance at the air traffic control tower and wonder, “What really goes on in there?” Meet Amber Doiron.
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THE AIR TRAFFIC CONTROLLER

Amber Doiron

“So, what do you do for a living?” my new acquaintance asked.

I was out with a group of friends, most of whom I knew and some I’d just met, and the conversation inevitably turned to work. I could have just answered, “I keep people safe.” But that would have been too vague. So instead, I replied, “I work at the airport in traffic control.”

“Oh,” the person said, “so you’re one of those people who waves those red and yellow paddles while the pilot taxis the plane into its assigned gate?”

I shook my head. “Uh, no, that’s not what I do.”

Don’t get me wrong. The men and women who marshal aircraft on the tarmac are important players in the overall operations of the airport. What they do is crucial, even critical, to ensuring a flight starts or ends safely.

My job is a little more technical. I sit in the airport tower of the Halifax International Airport, behind the glass walls that overlook the airport runways below. In front of me is a bank of seven monitors with various information about weather, air traffic, and more. At any one time, there could be as many as three or four commercial planes coming in to land, and another four or more lined up ready to depart. The incoming planes are flying at 300 nautical miles an hour, approaching sometimes in different directions and always at different altitudes. And then there are much smaller aircraft, hobby fliers in small one-engine planes and float aircraft moving from one lake to another and often passing over or near the Halifax airport. And helicopters, there are often a few of them in the vicinity as well. As an air traffic controller, it’s my job to communicate precise instructions to all the pilots so they can land or take off without incident; if there’s a potential conflict, I have anywhere from three to ten seconds to react to keep the hundreds of people on board each of those planes safe. It’s an intense job, but I love it.

Growing up in Moncton, New Brunswick, I didn’t dream of being an air traffic controller. But I always loved pressure and enjoyed a lot of extreme sports like white water rafting, ocean kayaking, and triathlons. Risk didn’t bother me. In fact, the greater the pressure, the calmer I felt. After getting my degree in psychology at the University of New Brunswick, I really wasn’t sure what I wanted to do. I tried a few things, but nothing offered the challenge and fulfillment I was looking for.

Then one day, I was listening to one of our neighbours talk about his job as an air traffic controller for NAV Canada. NAV Canada is a not-for-profit corporation that manages the 18 million square kilometres of Canadian civil airspace—one of the largest regions of airspace in the world—and has stations from coast to coast to coast. Our neighbour, a close family friend who had often watched his kids and me playing soccer, worked at the Moncton air traffic tower. As he was describing the high-pressure environment, he said, “Amber, you are great at soccer because you always have your head up and you know where all the players are on the field, so you’d be great at air traffic control.”

I thought, “Yes, that’s what I want.” I begged for a tour of the Moncton tower. Visits aren’t normally allowed, but somehow, I was let in. It only took me a few moments to get hooked on the atmosphere, the tension, and all the monitors. I had just seen a glimpse of my future. But looking is easy, doing is a whole different matter.

I filled out the lengthy application for employment form on NAV Canada’s website, hoping it would be the only significant hurdle. Wrong. The process for becoming an air traffic controller is very involved and the cut rate is high—and for good reason: thousands, sometimes tens of thousands of lives, depend on the decisions made by controllers every minute of every day in control towers across the country. In other words, the stakes are high. For every hundred people who start the process, after being approved with that initial online application, only about half end up graduating with a controller’s licence.

Once I passed muster with the online application, I had a phone interview with a retired controller, then an in-person interview with a panel of NAV Canada employees. All this before I’d been taught anything about air traffic control. What were they looking for in a candidate? That magic mix of ingredients that a controller needs to handle the job—intelligence, decisiveness, and calmness under pressure. I made it through the preliminary cut and was on to the classroom training, where I finally learned what those monitors I saw on my visit to the Moncton tower were for.

The individual monitors provide a series of snapshots that together help the air traffic controller get a full picture of everything that’s going on in the airport vicinity, both on the ground and in the air. On the far left is the lighting panel, which controls runway lights, edge lights, guard lights, approach lights, and landing lights. As an air traffic controller, it would be my job to adjust the lighting depending on the time of day and the weather. So if it was foggy, the lighting had to be turned up. The next two screens are the ground radar, which shows all the vehicles, both surface and air, moving around the airport on the ground, and the radar screen, which shows all the airborne aircraft in and around the airport.

Below these three monitors is what’s called the integrated working position; in other words, the software used to manage all flight data. The next screen is the long-distance radar and the automated terminal information system, which sends pilots updates about the airport and the weather. Then there’s the communications panel with radio frequencies and hotlines to other air traffic control units; when an aircraft leaves the airport’s airspace, it’s the air traffic controller’s job to hand it off to the unit beyond. The last panel is the weather screen with information on everything from wind strength and direction to temperature readings.

As I was finding out, those seven screens contained a vast amount of information, and I had to track each one at all times. Talk about pressure, but I was eager for the challenge.

In training, we were given simulations of air traffic and tested on our ability to take in the information on the screens and make quick decisions on how to direct traffic. The instructors constantly added to the load on our monitors to see how much we could handle and how we avoided potential conflicts. They watched for who panicked, who focused, who dug deep and found solutions, and who was able to juggle a number of other decisions at once and prioritize while not buckling under the pressure.

For me, it really came down to my spatial abilities. It was exactly like what our neighbour had said about my soccer abilities—I could scan all the monitors at once, just like I could see where all the other players were on the field. It was that quality that helped me get my licence, and the job I’d wanted since that day in the Moncton tower when I witnessed it all play out in front of me.

It wasn’t long after I became an air traffic controller that those spatial abilities were tested in real time. I was working out of the Halifax International Airport. It was late afternoon, and the weather was closing in a bit—the clouds were low but not so low that pilots would be restricted by their own rules from landing or taking off. Everyone, in the air and in the tower, was monitoring the weather indicators, prepared to adapt if necessary.

It was busy. A lineup of planes was positioned to take off, and another lineup was stacked at different altitudes and coming down to land. And in the tower, I was in the hot seat, directing the traffic to ensure there was enough space between takeoffs and landings to keep everyone safe. There are four runways in Halifax, two at ten thousand feet, two at just under seventy-five hundred feet. And here’s a fun fact: the runways a plane uses depend on wind conditions but also on a plane’s weight. Once a week, a huge jumbo jet, a 747, comes in empty from South Korea and lands on the shorter runway, but when it leaves, it needs the longer runway, every foot of it, because it’s much heavier. Why? It’s loaded, and I mean loaded, with Nova Scotia’s finest—lobster!
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Here I am in front of the air traffic control tower at the Halifax Stanfield International Airport.



On this day, a landing passenger plane was descending through cloud and would soon reach the “final approach” point with the runway straight ahead and ready to receive clearance from the controller, me, to land. Meanwhile, a plane that was prepared to take off was ready to head along the last piece of taxiway to its position at the end of the active runway.

I did my calculations, as I’d been trained to do, in a couple of seconds. Convinced the takeoff plane would have lots of time to lift off and exit the runway area before the landing plane would touch down at the other end of the same ten-thousand-foot runway, I gave him the clearance to head toward the runway for takeoff.

With weather conditions changing, I had a sudden feeling of doubt about how much space there was going to be between the two aircraft. The weather had certainly complicated the equation. There was no room for error. I had to change the plan. I could order the landing plane to abort and “go around”—go full throttle and head back up to altitude and start the whole landing process over again. It’s a perfectly safe, heavily practiced manoeuvre for all pilots, but it’s no fun for passengers. Within seconds, I made the decision to let the descending aircraft land, and instead I called on the takeoff plane to hold behind the final line marked on the taxiway before entering the runway. But he had already started to move toward the runway on my earlier call. Suddenly, I heard him say: “My nose is over the line.”

Now, those lines are about five hundred feet away from the runway, so he wasn’t in danger. Still, no pilot wants to be in or seen to be in that position.

Everything went fine. The first plane landed with no issues. The second plane took off without incident a minute later.

But I knew I had initially misjudged things, even though I had recovered quickly and correctly. It wouldn’t even qualify as a “close call,” but the system is there to ensure safety. Part of that system is Transport Canada regularly going through the communication records between the tower and the various aircraft it’s monitoring. Air traffic control is responsible for maintaining minimum distances between aircraft in its zone, and if Transport Canada uncovers something in the recordings that wasn’t reported, there will be problems. So to be sure, I reported exactly what happened. No further action was taken.

People often ask me how controllers handle that pressure on a regular basis. Eight hours straight of that would surely send a lot of people to the brink, and that’s why we don’t do eight hours straight. Not even close. We build in frequent downtime. On a typical day, I spend the first hour and a half in the ground control area monitoring and coordinating all movements on the airport grounds. Then I take a forty-five-minute break to unwind. Then it’s into the tower with the seven screens for the next ninety minutes. And then another forty-five-minute break. I keep rotating on that schedule with some occasional differences. By the end of the day’s shift, I am tired, borderline exhausted. But again, I love it, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything.
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