
Defending Our Skies
Against the Elderly
As Iwatched the airport screener search my father,
I had towonder: have we lostour common sense?

made itsqueal, andthat's when theburly
man motioned my father to the side.

You have to understand: mydadgrew
up dirt-poor in the northern reaches of
North Dakota. He endured a terrible child
hood and somewhere early onhetaught

BY DIANE DIMONDBeforehe passed away in
March,AllenO. Hughes took
his final trip East. He came
withRuby, his wifeof56 years.
Theycamenot becausethey

likedto travel—they came because
Allen had hTnphomaand he wanted
to visithis onlydaughter and his
granddaughterand his tu'ogreat
grandchildren one last time.

Thelast I saw ofhim, a burly air
port screenerwasforcing myfrail and
faltering78-year-old father to stand at
attention—arms spread—for a wand
search. As I watched from the other
sideofdiesecurit)' gateI sawthe man
intheuniform pointtomyfather tosit
down and take offhis shoes. These B
were the very shoes I'd just seen him I
UTesde on athome. He hadn't nodced I
me in the guest room doorwa^' in the
predawn light, but Ihad nearl}' cried 1 -
as Iwatched him groaning his way i ^
intodiose shoes. Old-man shoes, I 1•
thought—you know, the ones with the |l
Velcro straps—but diey were about all 11
he could manage. | H

Even hoisting himselfup intomy 1 I
Jeep seemed a chore. As we headed I •
fortheaiqjort I heard myhusband,' ME
Michael, say, "Nice to have yoa-here, the
Allen. Keep up the batde." Dadjust —
dipped hischin andsaid sofdy, "Iwill."

My father was a man offew words: a
proud man who had ser\-ed hiscountry
during Worid War II,who had left the Navy
and takenUncle Samup on the offerof the
GI Bill to start his owti business in Albu
querque, N.M. So he never said a word as
he waspluckedout of the line oftra\-elers at
the Westchester airport in NewYork. He'd
already taken offhis jacket. He'd untangled
himselffrom theoxygen finger-cuffhe
wore on astringaround hisneckandput it
inthelittle basket gliding down theconvey
or belt. I held mybreath as Dad shuffled
through the electronic archway. Something

MENACE TO SOCIETY? Icould see Dad clench his jaw as
the last tugonhisbeltnearly made him lose hisbalance

himselfpride andtheimportance ofstrug
glingdirough. Soas sickas hewas,as ex
hausted as the \\'eeklong trip toNew York

avy had to have been, he did as he was told,
le The man who nevesjDroke a lawin his

life stretched out his arms, stared straight 1
5 ahead andwaited as thewand passed over
>at him. I heard thebeep asthewand passed j
'd his left wrist. Without asking permission, ^
ed thescreener pulled back my father's sleeve <

to reveal the $20watch he had bought be- 1
it cause it hadbigenough numbers to read s
ly- without his glasses. Thatdamnwand kept t

going. Dowti to myfather'sbeltbuckle
ng where I heard another beep. Again, with- t

outaword, thescreener yanked upmy
father's flannel shirt, slipped his hand
down around thebuckle andtugged onit.
I watched helplessly, knowing thatifI
shouted outmy increasing rage I'd humili
ate my fadier even more. I could see Dad
clench hisjawas the lasttugon hisbelt
nearly made him lose his balance. Did the
screener really thinkmy father might
\\Teak havoc on a planeload ofpeople?

I'm not blamingtheairport screener. He
%\ asjust doing as he's trained to do. And I
haven'tforgotten what a handfulof maniacs
didonAmerican soil nearlv three years
ago—but come on! Is thisour best answer?

I waited on the \isitors' side ofthe
metal-detector stadonuntilmyfather
stru^led backintohisshoes. My mother
wasstandingat theendoftheconveyorb̂elt where she'd gathered up his

I coat, oxygen meter and wallet. As he
I shuffled over they spoke afew quiet
I words and my mother pointed to
I their gate. Idon't know ifitwas em

barrassmentor fatigue, but Dadfor-
I gottoturnaround for a final wa '̂e.
I Ihave seen elderij- people put

through similar indignities at air
ports in Dallas, Cincinnati and Los
Angeles. I remember the Dallas
incident with claritybecausethe sub
jectofthesearch reminded meofmy
father,except that the man was trav-

[ eling alone and canningacane. The
I screener took away his cane, made

him remove his belt and shoes and
then left him to sit there while the
screenerconsulted withhis supervi
sor about how best to scan the cane.

Even as Dad batded his illness
myparents still performedgreat acts
ofcharit)' intheir community. They
readthe newspaper sotheycould

IS castinformed votes onElection Day.
Theywent to thei\lbuquerque Fleet
Reserve Cluboncea weekto stay

intouch with friends, where I'm sure my
father never mentioned the scene at the
airport. Instead, he would have told his
Navy buddies stories about watching the
Yankees on hisson-in-law's big-screen
television. ButI remain indignant.

Ofcourse weneedtoscreen airplane
passengers, but I think there is a better
way.My first suggestion is to include in the
security training this mantra: "You must
look into the passenger's eyes. People
shouldbetreatedwithrespect." Isn'tthat
theway oflife we're allfighting tokeep?

DIMOND lives in Grandview-on-Hudson, N.Y.
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