You Can’t Get There From Here

Remember that old story about asking someone for directions and being told, “You can’t get there from here”? Maybe that should be the new motto of the Dane County Regional Airport.

I arrived in Chicago from Dublin on time last Saturday night. I was relieved to see that the last American Eagle flight from Chicago to Madison was listed as leaving “on time.”

When I arrived at the gate, I heard that dreaded announcement: “We are delaying the Madison flight.” But what I heard next was truly a stunner. “We have experienced a cushion malfunction on the aircraft and will not board until the crew has cleared us.”

I called my wife, who was already at the Madison airport waiting for the flight. Not having anything better to do, she asked the American Eagle agent just what a “cushion malfunction” was. He said that there was a wad of gum on a seat, requiring corrective action before the plane could be boarded.

When she called me back to tell me that we were delayed due to gum, I offered up my magazine to cover the gum for the 28-minute flight, but nothing doing. After about 45 minutes, we were told the cushion malfunction had been corrected and we boarded.

I found my seat and stowed all personal articles under the seat in front of me or in the overhead compartment. The pilot then came on the loudspeaker and announced that we would be delayed at the gate because they were “short-staffed” at O’Hare and had no one to remove the blocks from behind the wheels of the aircraft. Several passengers volunteered to remove the wood blocks, but apparently the highly specialized task required a trained professional. So we sat.

Finally the aircraft lurched from the gate and we were on our way. I could almost taste the chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream at the Union. But like a cruel joke, the aircraft took a sharp turn to the left into an area at O’Hare referred to as “the penalty box.”

“I’m sorry ladies and gentlemen, but we delayed so long at the gate, the Madison tower is holding us on the runway in Chicago until the weather clears.”  It never did. We arrived back at the gate in Chicago in the wee hours of what was now Sunday morning. 

Meanwhile, my wife and others waited in Madison for the arriving flight until well after midnight. There was no one at the American Eagle counter to tell them to go home, and the arrival screen still displayed its last update: 11:30 arrival. I finally made it to Madison at 9:20 on Sunday morning, 14 hours after arriving in Chicago the night before.

Oh, did I forget to mention how my trip started the previous Saturday? My American Eagle flight out of Madison was canceled because the crew didn’t get enough sleep.

I think we need to commission a study to find out why passenger counts at our airport are down.
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