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I stood there looking at the pristine Boeing 747 in front of me.  It was what drew me to the Smithsonian’s new Udvar-Hazy aviation museum.  With interest I read the plaque. I just grinned as I shook my head. Well played, well played. 

***

May 1991

It was only nine AM, the first of May, but the Saudi desert heat was already burning through my floppy hat and black toed jungle boots, roasting me head to foot. I shifted my body trying to give my feet some shaded relief.  It didn’t work. Man, I wished I had a pair of those new suede desert boots. They looked cool. Sadly it seemed only ‘REMFs’(Rear Echelon Mother F@*!#&) had them. But hey, that’s okay, I am alive and after kicking Iraqi Republican Guard ass and liberating Kuwait, I was going home.

Through the filter of shimmering heat and dusty air I made out the silhouette of a 747. Thank you, God, thank you! The tail said, “Tower Air.” So, what if I’d never heard of them. I was just happy it didn’t say “Military Airlift Command.” This was a real airliner with reclining seats and female flight attendants who might bring us snacks and drinks. I’ll enjoy this flight, I thought. Not like the Air Force C5 that brought me here, where the crew treated the cargo like first class and the passengers like cargo. No this would be a luxury in comparison. I hoped we’d see a movie or two, maybe they’d let us take off our boots.
We boarded and I took a seat near the main cabin door. After months of sitting on steel folding chairs and stacked MRE boxes, that economy class airline seat felt like the cozy embrace of an overstuffed Lazy-Boy recliner. Ahh I am going to enjoy this.
The clank and thud of metal and plastic mixed with the whoosh of nylon echoed throughout the cabin as we loaded our M16s, helmets, gas masks, web gear, M9 pistols, and bayonets - the usual stuff, in the overheads. Nice smelling stewardesses in tight navy-blue skirts, white blouses, with perfect makeup and red silk scarves around their necks stood watching us. One young eager stewardess stepped up seemingly to help load the overheads but immediately stepped back wiggling her fingers as if she touched something icky. I guess she was used to helping senior- citizens stuff plastic “duty-free” bags in the over-heads, not soldiers in battle dress with weapons. I just shook my head, Bitch. 
Gameboys, Walkmans, paperbacks and the ubiquitous water bottles went into seat pockets. Boots went under the seats. We settled in sucking up the forgotten smell of clean, dust-free air conditioning. 

A commotion at the cabin door captured my attention. Two stewardesses were opening, then slamming the door closed. WUMP! Not satisfied, they repeated the process at least three times, WUMP, WUMP, WUMP! Something wasn’t right. Another stewardess, I think she was in charge, huffed in obvious frustration saying, “Again! Use this.” She then shoved a towel at them. 
They opened the door, folded the towel lengthwise, and laid it across the threshold slamming the door shut. Voila! It worked. They turned and faced a dozen tanned faces with silent WTF stares. 

The stewardess with the touching soldier things phobia smiled and said, “Oh, the door wouldn’t seal, but the towel fixed it.” Sensing our concern the head stewardess explained, “This here y’all’s an old plane. Its’ got a lot of funny quirks.” With a wave of her hand, she dismissed it all.  

Funny? You have a main cabin door that won’t seal, and you fix it with a towel? You call that funny? What other “funny” things does this plane have? Are you going to fix a hydraulic leak with scotch tape and a tampon? 
My seatmate, who never subscribed to the dictum, don’t ask if you don’t want to know the answer, asked the head stewardess. 

“Miss, what other, um…other quirks does this plane have?”

“Well Hun, it has quite a few, sometimes the PA doesn’t work, or the lights flash off and on for no reason.” She glanced around, put her arm on my seatmate’s backrest, leaned in and in a conspiratorial whisper, “Sometimes the toilets don’t flush.” 

She stood and addressed the whole cabin in her best East Texas second grade teacher voice, “This here is the oldest flying 747. It’s serial number two.” 

She held up two fingers. Then her eyes brightened and with a smile as proud as Texas she proclaimed, “When we finish flying y ’all home, it’s going to the Smithsonian Air and Space Museum in Washington DC. Y ’all,” she nodded, “flying on a real piece of aviation history.” Pausing she looked around then added. “You know serial number one crashed.” 

“Cool,” was all my seatmate squeaked out. 

We survived SCUD missiles and artillery fire, both kinds-- theirs and ours. We survived tank battles, oil fires, windstorms, and spiders the size of Thanksgiving serving platters. Now we were going to fly thousands of miles over oceans, trapped in an antique aluminum tube sealed by a cotton terrycloth towel!  Man, it would really suck to survive a war then die in a plane crash on the way home. Sheesh, we wouldn’t even get Purple Hearts! Oh God, you gotta help us. 

I reached into my pocket, felt for my finger rosary, and started praying. Not the slow thoughtful prayer I learned in Catholic elementary school from the Sisters of Saint Joseph, this was the panicked full speed soldier version. 

As the plane taxied for take-off, the engines sounded, well, different. There seemed to be a lot more squeaks and vibrations than normal. I watched as a stewardess ran, not walked, but ran toward the rear of the plane. Was there an emergency “quirk” that needed her attention? As the pilot pushed the throttle to full power for take-off, the shaking was akin to an out-of-balance  washing machine. Every rivet and bolt in that plane screamed in protest. Plastic trim came loose from the ceiling. I pulled my seat belt tighter. 
Then we were in the air, hot Arabian Desert air which birthed uneven pockets of rising thermals, making for some rough flying. Old number two bounced her way up with her wings flapping like a duck. How old were those wing struts, bolts and rivets anyway, twenty, twenty-five years? 

An overhead bin door popped open and spit out a Kevlar helmet that bounced on the floor, witnessed by only a brave few. Everyone else had their eyes closed, not the “I'm sleeping” kind of closed. No, this was the full-fledged, “I don’t want to see what is happening,” eyes closed. 
Finally, we were at cruising altitude. We’d survived the most dangerous part of the flight, or had we? Maybe landings were more dangerous. Shit. It doesn’t matter. Hell, an engine could fall off and we’d be fine. What about a mid-air explosion? Hmm… this is a plane full of soldiers coming back from war. Everyone had plenty of opportunities to pick up a grenade or two, a bomblet or some other unexploded ordnance. The desert was full of that shit. No, that would be too stupid and there were inspections to guard against that sort of stupidity. But, soldiers have been known to be pretty smart when it comes to doing stupid things. So, I checked my wallet. Yup, the Saint Michael the Archangel, patron saint of soldiers card with the soldier’s prayer printed on it was still there. I said the prayer for protection against stupid soldiers. 
“Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle, be our protection against the malice and snares of the devil…” I felt more relaxed. Being Catholic on the world’s oldest flying 747 packed full of soldiers had its advantages. 
Since there we no explosions and the wings and engines had not fallen off, we settled in for the long flight. Seats reclined, more boots and blouses came off, and some brave souls tried napping even though it was only ten AM. 

Then the PA announced, “The movie will begin soon, so please lower the window shades.” 

A movie, this might be a nice flight after all. 
“For your viewing pleasure, we have the 1988 hit ‘Beaches’, starring Bette Midler and Barbara Hershey.”  

Beaches! Beaches? I thought. The ultimate chic flick tearjerker! You have to be shitting me! You are going to show a plane full of battle-hardened soldiers --Beaches? Sure, some of the soldiers were female, but heck they were soldiers, not shopping mall girls getting their nails done, well, at least not yet. What about something like Home Alone or Dances With Wolves. Yeah, Dances With Wolves, that would be a good one. 

Someone asked, “What other movies do you have?” 

“Just Beaches. We’ll play it on a loop over and over again.”  

This plane is going to crash, and my last memory will be of Bette Midler crooning “The wind beneath my wings!!” 

I watched the movie all the way through the first time. Yes, I admit it was pretty good and I did tear up at parts. I even thought the kid who played the young Bette Midler did a great job. But honestly, who in Tower Air thought, Hey, the troops will like this one. Then it occurred to me, maybe one of the stewardesses brought her own tape from home. Maybe it wasn’t a corporate decision at all. Maybe the crew supplied their own movies. 
I could imagine these stewardesses sitting around in a hotel room at some exotic location with wine glasses and tissues sobbing over ‘Beaches.’ They really didn’t strike me as the ‘Dances With Wolves’ type. Yeah, that made sense; any airline that saved money by sealing its planes with cotton towels would have no qualms about the stewardesses supplying their own movies. 
I dozed off and on while the ‘Beaches’ marathon continued. I could tell when it was starting over again because soldiers would start singing, ‘Under the Boardwalk’ with Bette Midler. They actually sounded good. One soldier even got up and strutted around mimicking Bette. But I don’t recall any of them singing ‘The Wind Beneath My Wings.’  

Old number two landed at Forbes Field in Topeka, Kansas with four working engines, two wings and no grenade holes. We had cheated death yet again. Everyone grabbed their stuff from the overheads and under seats, put on blouses, boots, and big smiles. Soon we would be on a bus headed to the Flint Hills and home. The flight was already becoming just another memory of my wartime experience.     

***

My ride on old number two, with its towel seal, and future life as a museum piece became one of my classic Gulf War stories. I told it to anyone even remotely interested in war stories or aviation trivia. My children knew it by heart and told their friends how their Dad flew on the world’s oldest 747 and survived. It took on legendary status. Until one day...

I was visiting my son in Washington DC; our plans included a stop at the Smithsonian’s new Udvar-Hazy Center. The Udvar is by far the world’s best air and space museum. A Mecca for aviation or history buffs with acres of civilian and military air and spacecraft, all in air-conditioned hangers. The possibility of reuniting with the ‘freedom-bird’ that brought me back from war excited me.
That stewardess lied!  She lied to unsuspecting war weary soldiers just wanting to get home, soldiers who spent six months in the desert; bathing in the same plastic buckets they washed their clothes in, liberating a country from a tyrant and eating tasteless Saudi Arabian junk food! What she did was un-American! Turns out that Serial Number One didn’t crash. Boeing still uses it for testing. The 747 at the Air and Space Museum isn’t even the Tower Air plane I flew on. It’s a former Northwest Airlines aircraft. Hell, the plane I flew on probably wasn’t even number two, it was probably something mundane like 000586. I felt like s sucker, sucked in on a practical joke hook line and sinker. 
Now what do I tell my family and friends? Do I say I was the victim of a well-played joke, a joke I unwittingly continued to spread for twenty years? Well…yes, that is exactly what I did. I still tell the story about a plane so old it needed a towel to seal the door, the running stewardess, the out-of-balance washing machine take-off, the Beaches movie marathon, and the soldier sing-along. Only now, I add another element to the story, the sweet-smelling stewardess’ practical joke and how a gullible soldier fell for it, giving an ancient aircraft life by keeping it flying beyond 1991, if only in memories.  
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