Careers in Aviation and Aerospace:  Kathleen M. Meilahn

What is your role within the aviation and/or aerospace industry?

Military Pilot (of both airplanes and helicopters) and Commercial Airline Pilot.  

General Manager of Fuel Services for the Austin-Bergstrom International Airport (ABIA)
What challenges helped shape your success?

The path to becoming a pilot takes a lot of patience, dedication and a whole lot of study!  Maybe even a little bit of luck.  The same can be said for other aviation related careers.

I have been challenged and motivated at a number of turns.  To me, flying is worth facing the challenges, taking the time and making the effort required to be a pilot.  Many things can be considered challenges…but I prefer to consider these challenges as opportunities:  opportunities to learn, to grow stronger and to become a better person through facing a difficult or new-to-you situation and overcoming it.

Never one to pass up a challenge, while in ROTC in college I was told that it was “impossible” to be accepted into the Aviation Branch and considering it was all I wanted to do if I was going to join the Army, I took the risk and requested it.  They say that, if you are not selected for your first choice of branch, you “go to the bottom of the pile” and risk being placed in your last choice of job assignments and you end up doing something you don’t really want to do.  I figured that it was worth the gamble, all or nothing.  Lo and behold, my gamble paid off and I was accepted.  That was just the beginning of the journey to fulfill my dream of becoming an airline pilot, and I gambled at many turns, fortunately with Lady Luck by my side.

After almost 7 years of active duty, I went into the reserves and started working in banking and finance.  Feeling that something was missing, and wanting to get back around airplanes, I applied for and was offered the job as General Manager for Aircraft Service International Group (ASIG), in charge of the Fuel Services for ABIA.  I was taking on a challenge that was new to me in two ways.  I managed all the commercial fuel for the airline consortium, something I had no prior experience doing, but even more challenging was the fact that this was a start-up organization.  I took the position when ABIA was opening as the new Austin airport and started with a facility but nothing else.  I had to hire employees, train them, develop operating procedures, set up accounting systems for tracking fuel as well as finance and budget items, order furniture & equipment…everything.  It kept me very busy, but was extremely fulfilling and I learned a lot.
What individuals or events influenced your career choices?

When I was three years old, I flew as a passenger by myself for the first time from Puerto Rico to a small town in Colorado.  The flight attendant (or stewardess, as they were called then) gave me my own set of “pilot wings” to wear and brought me up to the cockpit to meet the pilots.  I remember standing in the middle, just behind the center console, looking up at all the switches…and then looking down at all the gauges and switches that the pilots use to fly.  There were switches and gauges everywhere!  I wondered to myself how in the world a person would ever know what to do with all of those things, much less know what they were for.  

Later, as I sat in my window seat gazing across the horizon, I was amazed at the beauty of this world we live in.  I’m sure I was dreaming about angels jumping from cloud to cloud, kissed by the sun as they leapt, having fun and feeling free.  I thought it would be wonderful fun to be able to look out at puffy white clouds every day while at “work” and decided then and there at only three years old:  I wanted to be an airline pilot some day.

Strangely enough, my mom has two brothers and a cousin who are (and were) airline pilots, and another cousin who was an Air Force fighter pilot.  Apparently I didn’t voice my interest loud enough to be able to obtain their advice on how to make aviation a career.  My dad’s brother Jim is a private pilot and had been in the Civil Air Patrol (CAP), and from him I heard about how a person can take flying lessons and obtain a private license (and of course about the benefits CAP can provide in meeting that goal through flight training).  I think that in general my parents didn’t really know what it takes for a person to become a pilot, and therefore they didn’t really lead me in that direction either.  The exception was that my father suggested that I join the military, to include applying to the AF Academy and West Point (which I did not attend).  That planted the seed of an idea…I could learn to fly through the military!

Life, and my journey to the airline pilot dream job, took a circuitous route.  In college I had an Army ROTC scholarship and upon graduation, became an Army helicopter pilot.  I went on active duty for about seven years (flying the UH-1) and then I went into the reserves where I became an airplane pilot, also (flying the C-12).  After a total of 13 years with the Army, I transferred to the Air National Guard and began flying C-130s.  During the Air Force training, I flew the “Tweet” (T-37) and “Jayhawk” (T-1), which are both jets.  Every other airplane I have flown has propellers.

After learning to fly in the Army, and while working as General Manager in Texas, I built as much flight time as possible.  I flew airplanes a lot on the side for fun and built up a lot of flight hours, and then applied for a job with the commuter airlines.  I was happy and surprised to get my wish of being accepted for a job as an airline pilot with United Express (Beech 1900s) mostly flying out of Denver.  Events dictated career choices and I was happy to be moving on to vertical horizons.

After September 11, 2001 I was activated by the Air National Guard to be a part of Operation Noble Eagle (Homeland Defense operations), then later was sent to Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar in support of Operations Iraqi Freedom and Enduring Freedom (in Afghanistan).  I flew about 90 hours in combat and then went home early for a military education program. The next year, I was sent to El Salvador to work at the US Embassy in the Military Group.

I am still in the Air National Guard but have requested some time off to attend graduate school to study International Security at American University in Washington DC.  International Security is a big term for studying national defense, war and peace issues, foreign policy.  I’m especially interested in it where the military and diplomats are involved.  I’m not sure how flying will fit into my future because higher education is taking me in a different direction, but I will never stop flying!  As the song says, “Why walk when you can fly?”

What role do skills in math, science, engineering, and technology play in supporting your career choice?

Mathematics is an intrinsic aspect of planning for upcoming events while in the cockpit, and while out of it.  Pilots are always making calculations to help you make decisions such as:  What is 34 degrees Celsius in Fahrenheit so I can tell the passengers how cold/hot it will be when we land?  (93 degrees)  Where will I begin my descent from this altitude, based on my air speed and descent rate, to reach the altitude Air Traffic Control wants me to be at when I reach the intersection of these two airways?  Pilots use math to calculate what they call the “Weight and Balance” of an airplane, which is essentially ensuring that the  majority of the weight from people & luggage is within the “center of gravity” so that a plane isn’t too heavy in the nose or tail which could cause control problems while flying.  Military pilots also use math to figure out navigational things such as making sure they are “Time on Target,” or flying over a certain point on the ground at a certain time in order to drop off paratroopers, or to fly past a checkpoint in a combat zone “on time” so that friendly soldiers down below don’t think you are the enemy.

All pilots have to learn about certain physics principles and aerodynamics in order to understand how airplanes fly.  We learn about Bernoulli’s Principle, which helps us understand how pressure affects wind on the wing, keeping a plane in flight through what is called “lift.”  It also plays into understanding how the engines work to produce “thrust” which gives a plane forward motion.  Science helps pilots understand how many of the other plane systems work such as the avionics and navigational systems, the “bleed air” systems (which means air routed from the engine to be used in heating, cooling, pressurizing and many other functions), electrical systems, fuel systems, and pretty much anything that is important to know about on the airplane.  A deep understanding of these concepts helps a pilot when faced with a malfunction, because they can trouble-shoot to eliminate or overcome the problem in order to continue the flight safely.

Meteorology is a fundamental aspect of aviation, because it’s all about the environmental conditions in which you fly.  Pilots learn a fair amount about meteorology and are able to understand what types of weather they will experience based on information they can find out on things like pressure systems, temperatures and winds.  It helps you anticipate a storm that you may need to fly around, or fly through, and it helps you prepare for challenges like fog when you are landing or the possibility of windshear.

What activities do you suggest for young children or young adults to prepare them for careers in aviation or aerospace?
First and foremost:  study hard and be a good citizen.  When you are young, you are really setting the ground-work for your future life.  You want it to be good, don’t you?

Contact the EAA (Experimental Aviation Association) and look into the Young Eagles, where pilots will take youngsters on a complimentary flight.  

Contact the Civil Air Patrol where you can join as a junior member and actually take flying lessons and receive your certifications.  

There are a number of good university programs out there if you are interested in flying, and you can get a degree while you get all your flying certifications.  There is Embry Riddle in Florida, Baylor University in Texas, and a number of other ones you can find if you search on the web.  While in college, look into internship opportunities at the major airlines where you will not only obtain valuable experience, but also contacts that might later be helpful in finding a job!

Being a pilot is expensive so you either have to be willing to pay for it personally (by taking out loans, etc.) or by letting someone train you and then having a service commitment (military, CAP, etc).   You will have to do a personal cost-benefit analysis and compare your interest in aviation with other priorities in your life to decide how much time and money you want to put into it.  This allows you to determine what type of aviation enthusiast or pilot you want to be.  

You can be a private pilot (which is a lot cheaper, and not a job), a commercial airline pilot (which is a lot more expensive & time consuming, and it does pay, though the industry can be volatile), a military pilot (which is expensive in the terms of time and making a commitment, but pays well), a CAP pilot (which is less expensive, you do work for them on your free time, but it can also be a lot of fun and very social) or you could even decide that your love of aviation can be met in other ways such as working on or around planes.   This could mean maintenance, air traffic control, operations and dispatch, fueling, becoming a flight attendant, working in the headquarters for an airline, or any number of other things that are very valuable and respected in the aviation industry.

If you are interested in flying for the military, you have to be prepared for a lengthy process with lots of evaluations (physicals, interviews, tests).  If you want to fly for the airlines you will be faced with attending a flight school, or taking lessons in your own free time, and you will have to take jobs like flying cargo or becoming an instructor pilot in order to build enough experience to get a job with a regional airline, the precursor to a job with a major airline.  There are a number of fabulous books and great organizations out there that can be invaluable resources each step of the way.

Never give up once you have found your dream.  Be persistent, work hard and most importantly have fun!

