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Airborne Edition:  Part Three                                                                                                                May 09
Helloooo Ragged Edgers… Sorry for the significant delay in the Airborne editions but moving to Italy and traveling all over Europe for work has taken up most of my creative energies.  It’s Memorial Day weekend so I figure what better time to get to work on writing the rest of the Airborne series.  Of course our morning hike through the fabulous Pre-Alpi mountains (not the Dolomites as we have been told by the locals… ;) turned out to be a 4+-hour adventure when we took a wrong turn on the not-so-well-marked trails and wound up with a 20-km hiking extravaganza versus the 6-km leisurely stroll we set out to accomplish.  So sitting here in front of the computer this PM sounds just fine to us…  and Jackson agrees as he “harrumphs” at my feet and rolls over to yet another sleeping position.  
So I left you after our day of PT tests, PLFs and Chinese food in edition two.  The rest of “ground” week was pretty much the same.  More variations of how to fall and more yelling and screaming at those who were “not worthy.”  The tempo didn’t really change any until we hit “tower week.”  To be honest, this was the week I was dreading the most.  Because those 250-foot “red birds of prey” that were visible when we first drove onto base were lurking in the shadows ready to attack.  This was the week that we would have to ascend that beast and either come down victorious or “run away, run away, run away,” never to experience the reality of flight without wings.  As I drove in that morning, I forced my eyes to look up at my nemesis, complete with blinking red light on top to ensure any passing airliners would not get ensnared in their talons.  Sigh… If they would only let me go straight to the airplane I thought, I’d do alright.  I don’t know how I’m going to get past this monster, considering I am deathly afraid of heights and get vertigo when I look down.  Well…  in for a penny, in for a pound… I asked for this opportunity and there is no way I am going to look the Donkey in the eye and see the smug arrogant knowledge in his face knowing that I couldn’t handle something as simple as a 250-foot tower which use to be a ride at the World’s Fair.  As my eyes break lock with the monster, I decide to just not think of it…  it’ll come in time and I’ll be ready for it when it does.

The first day  of tower week started out very peacefully, the Donkey was conspicuously absent as was “grumpy-gal”…  the remaining Sergeant Airbornes were remarkably civil and almost good-natured as they went about dispensing their sacred knowledge of flight without wings in their role as “Sky Gurus”.  The morning opened with what was the first of three formation runs.  Each run was considered a hurdle to get over in the quest for the silver parachute pin.  If you were to fall out of more than one run you were done.  In some rare cases as an officer they would wash you back to another class but usually it was just a “sayonara” and a plane ticket home.  This run was supposed to be 5-miles at a 9-minute mile pace.  I was ready for it, as I had been training for a few months prior to the course to ensure that even fatigued I could keep up.  The Captain came out and stood on the step where Donkey usually positioned himself and said that he would be leading today’s run.  I inwardly smiled and thought, “Good on ya’ kid”, for what surely was the third time since my arrival.  The Sergeant Airbornes did not share my thought as they quietly groaned.  Hmmm, what’s that about?  I thought to myself.  Oh well, anything is better than the Donkey… of course he is about 20-pounds overweight, it might be easier to keep up with him.  I shake my head to clear the unproductive thoughts and focus on stretching and being ready for the task at hand.
We drew the lucky straw and are once again tasked to lead the way for the others to follow.  Off we went at what was surely no more than a 10-minute mile pace, through the streets to the “classroom area” around the classrooms and onto a paved running track.  It was here that the run became a bit more interesting.  Everyone was required to keep formation, which meant that the people on the inside of the turns had to slow and the people on the outside of the turns had to speed up.  Pair this with the undulating elevation of the track and what was a leisurely pace turned into a severe challenge for those on the outside at the end of the line.  Our leader didn’t help matters as he kept speeding up when we would go uphill and slow down as we came downhill and then change his pace as we would come through the ¾ mile mark to try and finish the lap that he was pacing at 10-minute miles in the desired 9-Minute mile pace.  (How did I know we were doing 10-minute miles?  Well, I decided day three that if they were going to give me a schedule that was based on time of day then they must want me to have a watch so I could keep track of when and where we should be (  No one ever said a thing about it…  ) We had three people fall out of this run, fortunately being at the front of the pack I didn’t have any problems keeping up with the sporadic pacing.  

PT was followed by shower, quick breakfast, and back to the waiting room… the days seemed to average about a 30-45 minute wait before accountability was taken, so the officers learned to not rush things and usually arrived with a coffee-to-go in hand and stories of our valor and magnificence ready to share.  From snipers to ranger school, there was never a shortage of great “coffee talk” even if the number of four-letter words were more copious then the number of beans used to make all of our coffees combined.  One learns to ignore crass language and listen to the story, the lesson learned with hidden emotion and often times the pain.  It is amazing what a human being is capable of when asked to give their all for something they believe in, something bigger then themselves.  Truly Amazing!

We are finally joined by the “youngins” or “youts” as I have dubbed our group of privates.  Their bright shiny smile was a happy sight every morning.  I think they were just surprised that I was willing to call them by name, and some I gave them their own callsign…  this brought forth both chagrin from the Sergeants and a beaming grin that I wouldn’t have missed for the world from the Privates.  We fell in and “trotted” over to the tower field.

As we double-timed, we past the looming red birds of prey aka my nemesis on our left, they stood so silent and still, it was as if we didn’t even exist in their world… yet.  Again I shake my head to focus on the next hurdle.  Hmmm, come to think of it, I had no idea what was coming next.  Some cryptic abbreviation was all that was on the schedule that had been shared with me, so I was as clueless as the others.  We rallied around what looked like a very tall, very white, tree fort.  Extending out from these tree forts were cables that ran a good 500 yds down to a berm that was surely 25-feet tall.  Under the cables was a field with “bases” (like those on a baseball diamond), marking a catchers position at the base of the 25 foot berm, a mid-way point and the home plate at the top of the berm.  And just like a ball diamond, only in the shape of a bowling alley, there was a dugout and, of course rows of bleachers.  We were “asked” to have a seat in the bleachers while the Sergeant Airbornes took center stage with their fancy cheerleading moves.  I muttered “hut, hut, hut, hut,” under my breath as they double-timed onto the field.  Someone close by overheard and suppressed a giggle.  “Wait for it, wait for it,” I mumbled.  And as the toy soldiers hit center plate, they moved through the fancy “Airborne!” motion with the precision that would make the World Cheerleading Competition jealous.  Snapping to a the perfect 45-degree angle, toes and fingers extended but together, a swift 90-degree facing movement to draw the crowd even further into the maneuver, arms go up, over and around then slap their sides not once but, (yes!) twice before coming to a complete stand still!  Dang these guys are good!  The trainees could not contain their new found enthusiasm for all things Airborne (who says brainwashing doesn’t work?) and broke out into a resounding round of applause for the instructors’ obvious superior skills and talent.
One Sergeant Airborne detached himself from the squad by taking four precise steps forward.  “Today, Airborne,” with the word Airborne came an echo from 593 remaining trainees…“Airborne!” (oh, we lost a few more after the PT test during ground week… a couple under-age drinking, a few for fighting and a couple for “I just want to go home”).  The Sergeant smiled and continued.  “Today, you will be taught to master the 64-foot tower!”  As he said 64-foot his left arm came out from his side to stop at a perfectly crisp 90-degree angle in the direction of the tree fort and with the word “tower” it slapped back down to his side.  Ahhhhhh, the crowd of true believers sighed… you could almost hear the words “the 64-foot tower” as an echoing sigh in their collective minds.  I don’t think anyone stopped to think what the words 64-foot tower really meant in execution, we all just knew that we had come this far and anything they asked us to do we would accomplish.  There was vague tickling thought in the back of mind, something about my mother asking me, “If so and so jumped off a cliff, does that mean you’d have to do it too?”  I shake my head of the foolish, non-productive, non-Airborne thoughts.  As I come back to “reality” the other instructors are running up the eight flights of stairs towards the tree fort.  They all disappear into the fort and seconds later we see another Sergeant Airborne “dangling” out the tree fort door, waving at us.  I suppress the urge to wave back, it just wouldn’t be dignified.  The cheerleader, I mean instructor, drones on about proper attachment and proper routing of straps and so on and so on and so on… Then in a flash, one, two, three and four people go flying out the door and zip down the cable towards home plate.  From somewhere the 
“receiving team” had emerged and stood on their bases in wait.   Man, I wish I had been paying more attention.  I focus back in on the instructor and he is completing the block of instruction with, “You will be expected to execute six tower jumps without error before progressing to the next phase of training.”
OK, at least I’ll be able to watch a few of our young dudes go out the door first and maybe I’ll catch what I wasn’t paying attention to before it’s too late.  A loud reverberating shout echoed across the bleachers… “Alphaa one zero, front and center!!!!!”  Oh sh---!  You’ve got to be kidding me, I’m the first out!?  Don’t they know that I’m afraid of heights?  This has Bad written all over it.  OK, smile big, run fast and don’t think too hard.  Up I jump and down I go to the front of the waiting crowd.  “Alpha-two three!!!”  My Lieutenant friend cheerily smiles and joins me.  “November zero niner!!”   The Air Force TSgt joined our motley crew, and then a Private was thrown in for good measure.  “You will be the first out the door, any questions?”   “None, Sergeant Airborne,” we respond in unison.  How I wanted to do the flashy drill team thing, just once, but I tamed my wild heart… this time ;)
We “suited up” with the harness and then ropes were slung and trainees were dispersed across the field and amongst the several tree forts across the tower area.  Once we were harnessed and safety checked by Sergeant Airborne we were directed to climb the stairs in sequential order… me first.  Others were assigned bases to “catch us” as we came sliding into home plate.  The designated catcher was located just below the berm.  He grabbed the harness attachments and tied them off to a rope, this he ran over to the mid-fielder who then ran them up parallel to the tree fort and tossed them to the instructor who was acting as jumpmaster.  The “coach” sat in the dugout with the dreaded clipboard, ready to evaluate our “exits.”  As I climbed the stairs, I could feel my heart racing and tried very hard not to look down.  I kept thinking about Shrek and Donkey walking across the rope bridge and Shrek telling Donkey, “Don’t look down, don’t look down!”  So I didn’t look down but it was no good, I was scared and I knew it.  Once I passed the open area platforms and into the base of the tree fort the vertigo subsided.  Heavy sigh.  OK, I can do this.  I reached the top and there was our “Sky Guru.”  “Oh thank God,” I tell myself.  He smiles and starts hooking me up to the harness and repeating the steps I need to take in order to get a proper exit.  I gave him a sheepish grin and his eyes betray his concern, “Are you OK?”…   “I’m scared out of my mind,” I calmly reply.  He looked confused and blinked a time or two before he comprehended that I was serious.  I know this because he started to “talk me down”, things like, “You’ll be fine,” and “I’ve got you”…  I smile at him with a “how sweet” expression and again he looks confused.  “I said I was scared, I didn’t say I wasn’t going to do it.”  He laughed and said, “OK.  When I count to three, I want you to jump out the “door” as far as you can and then go through the drill.”  I think to myself, “Alright on the count of three…  you can do this, you got it…”  Then his voice pierces my thoughts with the second call of “THREE!”  “Here goes nothing!!!!!” flashes through my mind…  I leapt from the door and the “opening shock” catches my fall from the dreaded 64-feet just 6 feet below where I started.  As my mind catches up with the insane act I just accomplished I remember to start counting “1001, 1002, 1003, 1004, 1005” and then check canopy… it was here that I forgot all the other training as I zipped down the cable towards home plate in a whoosh of speed and airflow.  “I can’t believe I did it!!!” I gave a loud “YAAAHOOO!” as I came into home plate and spread my wings to make myself as large of a target as possible for the catcher to receive.  They stopped my motion and unstrapped me… all of them grinning from ear to ear and eager to hear how it was.  “AWESOME!” It was sooo much fun, I can’t wait to do it again!” I gushed.  Their smiles turned even broader and each looked at one another eagerly, ready for their turn to come.  As I double-timed away I thought to myself, “I can’t believe I just did that, I’ve got to have my head examined.”

I approached the dugout and the coach shook his head in disgust, “Don’t ever do that again.”  My grin turned into a look of consternation…. What had I done?  He recognized the ignorance and said, “Do not yell when you exit an aircraft, it defeats the purpose of an airdrop if they hear you coming.”  My face dropped as the reality of what I was doing rose up front and center of my thoughts.  My fears and exhilaration had no place in combat and therefore had no place in training. All I could say was, “Holy cow, I screwed that up didn’t I?”  The Sergeant Airborne allowed a small smile to cross his lips and said, “I understand Ma’am, I did it too when I went through. “ And then he grinned like a little boy and said, “It’s cool, huh?”  “Yes Sergeant Airborne!,” I responded crisply from attention.  He laughed and said softly, “Do it again.”
It took us four days to get everyone through the two final formation runs and six successful door exits both “Hollywood” and combat gear.  Hollywood is when you just jump, the only thing you have is the harness and you.  Combat gear is the real-deal… 35-pounds of equipment, an M-16 rifle case and your parachute.  35-pounds is the standard but some of the “holding pattern folks” didn’t know how to weigh or were trying to make it tough on those who had passed their PT test the first time by loading them down with a little extra “love”.  My pack had had so much love that after the first time I jumped with it the Sergeant Airborne took a look inside and told me to take it off and get another one.  We completed the 64-foot tree fort with smiles on our faces and the knowledge that we could do anything if we could jump “out the door” with ease here.
Then fatal Friday finally came.  It was time for the 250-foot “red birds of prey” aka towers.  How was I ever going to do this?  Rumors had been flying from day one about “the towers”.  It seemed that not many classes had had to do the towers and even those that did only a select few were tagged.  It was said that those going to Airborne units were usually first and on top of that it was usually only the Privates.  I didn’t let my mind go there.  I knew in my heart of hearts that I had to do this.  I toyed with the thought of actually asking them if I could but Thursday night over more Chinese food I decided that I’d let the chips fall where they may…if I was asked, I would go forth proudly and if not well, then I’d decide what to do. 

Even though the weather channel was calling for thunderstorms and low ceilings a beautiful sunrise was greeting us for our 0500 show on Friday.  Well if today is the day I face my demons so be it, I thought.  We double-timed over to “the towers.”  They gathered us around for the safety briefing and demonstrated all of the malfunctions that could occur while executing this portion of the training.  The final malfunction covered was a “complete failure” and a “body” was dropped from beneath a chute which collapsed right before our eyes.  The body spiraled through the air from 250 feet above us only to “SPLAT” so loudly on the ground that it caused every trainee to visibly cringe.  “NICE” I think to myself…  I could have done without that!
The instructors had a good laugh and then they start dividing us up into work details.  “Alpha one zero! You’re over here with me,” said one of the Sergeant Airbornes.  Hmmm, does this mean I’m going or not?  As I approached he smiled and said, “You’re first up.”  OK, my mind starts racing.  I’m ready… It’s all good.  This means today is the day I get over being scared of heights!  He and three others start to hook me to the canopy that has already been expanded under the bell shaped apparatus that will hoist me through the air and to a height of 250 feet.  As they are hooking me up, my “Sky Guru” looks at me and winks, “Scared?”  “Oh, yeah.”  I smile back.  He says no more, knowing that I’ll do this, like I “did” the door.  Push through the fear and get the job done. 

Another of the Sergeants asks me to look out at the horizon while I’m up there and tell him how far I think I the clouds are.  OK, I can do that…  Then the hoist begins to lift me.  The higher it goes the more nervous I become.  Then I remember to look at the horizon and do my best to determine where the clouds are and estimate how much time I think we have until the gust front reach us and kicks the winds up to over 13 mph (the limit for the red nemesis to continue operations).  As I approach the top there is a sudden stop and I jerk slightly in the harness.  It is at this point my heart skips a beat and I look down.  DOAH!!! Why the heck did I do that?  Breath, breath, breath… you’re already up here… there is only one way down.  There is someone on the loudspeaker yelling out directions to numbers one through four. The only problem is I have no idea which number I am, so I just start doing what they told me to do.  I unstrapped one end of the safety harness and begin to pull it through the bell canopy.  As the untethered end dangles below me I unhook the remaining end and let the strap free fall to earth.  As I watch it gracefully float down I hear the loudspeaker yelling for us to give it a thumbs-up if all is OK.  I tentatively released my grasp of the parachute risers and give him a quick thumbs-up…  OK , here we go.  The hoist activated once again with a jerk and brings us up to the full 250 feet.  Within a blink of an eye I’m free!  My chute gently grasps me in its tender embrace and begins to drift with me dangling from the risers towards the earth.  It was so smooth and peaceful I forgot to be scared.  I glanced out at the horizon and felt the exhilaration run up and down my body… so this is what it’s like to fly without wings, AWESOME!  As I drift with the wind I execute the proper “drift correction” by pulling down on the risers and flaring the canopy to help soften the landing.  As I approach the ground I think to myself, I don’t want this to be over!  Just in time, I go into the drill for proper PLF and land fairly softly within the circle of sand that encases the bottom of each of these beautiful red towers.  I get to my feet and gather my chute as my “Sky Guru” approaches and asks, “So how was it?”  My eyes twinkled as I gushed, “That was beautiful!”  He grinned, harrumphed, then turned and walked away.  
As I approached the masses that were lined up at the base of the “mighty tower” I am bombarded with questions: “How was it?” “Were you scared?” “Did it hurt?” “Are you OK?” “Was it fun?”  I smiled and quietly said, “It was beautiful.”  This stopped the bombardment in its tracks… they had no idea.  Many of them wanted to ask more questions but didn’t know what to ask.  Instead they all just looked at the smile on my face and smiled back.  I could almost hear them think, “She’s lost it.”  And maybe it’s true.  Maybe I have lost ‘it’.  That fear of heights, that fear of the “red birds of prey,” that thought that maybe I was too old to be doing this, that thought I wasn’t really cut out to be Airborne… Yep, I guess I have lost it!
Well until next time my friends… keep Living Life on the Ragged Edge!
- Raggz
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