by John Kasun

I

Unfriendly Skies

n the last few years before I retired from my corporate position, my job responsibilities required me to
travel continuously. I was on the road, or should I say
in the air, five days a week. I would leave Monday morning,
returning on Friday evening, often being in three or more
cities in five days. I knew every airline stewardess and hotel
desk clerk between the Mississippi River and the Atlantic
Ocean on a first name basis. I was a member of the airline’s
Frequent Flyer Club, which meant I had access to a private
lounge in the airport where I could relax with a free drink
and snacks. I also had a priority boarding pass that allowed
me to board the airplane at my leisure and get comfortable before the general public came on board. Normally,
my accommodations were first class and life was good. But
that was prior to 9/11. I had not flown for several years after
retirement and during a recent trip, I found myself in for the
shock of my life.
I had been in Salt Lake City, Utah for ArrowTrade visiting Hoyt, Easton and the Wilde Arrow archery shop. The
business part of the trip went great but the flight home was
a complete shock. Prior to 9/11, security was more relaxed
and I used to show up at the airport just minutes before my
flight. I would drop my bag in a corner and get some coffee
and a bagel for breakfast. However, new regulations required
that I had to be there at least two hours before flight time.
With a 7 a.m. flight, I found myself in the Salt Lake City
airport at an hour well before any self-respecting chicken
would even think about waking up.
As I entered the airport, I was shocked to see what
appeared to be more people than were present during the
D-Day invasion. There were young people and old people
plus an assortment of teenagers with headphones, who
were busily texting with both thumbs, oblivious to anything
around them. There were toddlers and kids of all sizes, who
all seemed to be screaming at the same time. Some hospital
must have had a sale on kids and if you bought one, you got
one free. In addition to the throngs of people, there was what
seemed like a mountain of luggage.
As I entered the airport, I found myself being sucked into
this mass of humanity as we were all funneled into a series
of endless rope lines where we were constantly reminded to
have our boarding pass and photo ID in hand, to keep control of our luggage and to keep moving. The only thing that
seemed missing was a cattle prod. Slowly, I shuffled forward
until I approached the screening area, where I was told to
remove my shoes, put all personal items in a plastic basin
and place my luggage on the conveyor belt. As I stepped
into the metal detector, I triggered a high pitched siren while
a series of red lights flashed. Mothers clutched their children closer as if protecting them from me as security guards

holding large stick-like metal
detectors scanned all sides of
my body. It was soon apparent that the culprit was my belt
buckle, which had tripped the
alarm.
Shoeless and belt-less, I
was directed to the full body
scan machine as I struggled to
hold my pants up with my elbows. As I exited the machine,
I heard the operator say to her associate, “Number 2.” I
thought, Wow, she rated my body a number 2 and my chest
swelled a little. (It was only later when I found out it’s a game
the operators play, where they rank the body being scanned
from 1 through 10 with 10 being the best, that I suddenly felt
my real age.)
As I exited the body scan, I was randomly selected to
get a full body pat-down at no extra charge. I stood there
belt-less and shoeless as the security guard asked me to
raise my arms. Normally, that is not much of a problem but
with my arms raised and without my belt, I found myself
with my pants down around my ankles while the surrounding mothers all struggled to shield their children’s eyes. The
only comforting fact was that as I stepped away from the
pat-down area, the security guard said, “Your prostate feels
good.” Hum...that must be why they wear those gloves.
As passengers, we were again funneled through the
security area in a steady stream but at the other end, we
were literally dumped on the ground. Everyone scrambled
to retrieve open luggage and gather personal possessions
as more passengers continually filled the area. For me, the
process was extra challenging as I tried to slip into my shoes
while holding my pants up with one hand and stuff my wallet, change and personal items in my pockets with the other,
all while holding my luggage between my knees.
For the next two hours, a loudspeaker constantly
reminded me to keep my luggage with me at all times and
that all unattended luggage would be removed by security.
That didn’t seem like much of a problem until nature called
and I tried to squeeze my overweight, number 2 ranked body
into a bathroom stall designed for a midget, along with my
oversized camera bag and carry-on luggage. There is something about sitting on the commode with your suitcase on
your lap that removes the joy from the travel experience.
A short time later, I found myself seated on the plane far
removed from the first class section that I was accustomed
to. I was in the very last row with my knees firmly tucked
under my chin. My body began to cramp up as I thought of
the four hour flight ahead and I wondered what happened to
the Friendly Skies I used to know.
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