Off the Top

Don’t Forget the Announcer

Your Best Friend.
BY FRANK KINGSTON SMITH
t’s the person who
represents
your
show to
the public
from a time
well before the
opening act lifts off until
the final act has safely landed and your spectators are
rushing to the parking lot
to become part of an enormous traffic jam.
An air show, while not
brain surgery, is still an
amazingly complicated
event, compounded by a
plethora of variables.
Prime is the weather,
which cooperates by degree
— sometimes picture perfect, sometimes overcast
from very high to 400 feet,
and sometimes unflyable
with heavy rain or fog, even
crosswinds in the extreme.
To be considered are the

I

pilots’ capabilities and
health, geographical conditions such as altitude and
density altitude, runway
length, natural and manmade obstructions, and
physical layout of the airport. There are legal constraints of separation
between performers and
such things as occupied
houses, highways and other
airports.
And then, there are people attending the event.
Management wants everything to roll without a
hitch. Sponsors, who have
shoveled varying amounts
of cash and services into the
support of the show, would
like to be recognized at least
as many times as the marketing department has
promised them. And the
spectators, who may have
laid out a wad of dollars
just to make it through the
gates, want to see an entertaining and exciting show.
The flying acts generally
are concerned with about
fifteen minutes of onstage
time. Many performers are
seen walking through their
acts on the ground, deep in
concentration, well before

they mount up to fly. Some
will come to the airport
early and actually fly their
acts before the gates open.
Some do both.
Then, there is the
announcer. This is the person who must be prepared
to know everything about
every performer, without
resorting to reading the program aloud; everything
about the sponsors, some of
whom are keeping track of
how many times they are
mentioned; the geography
of the region including the
location of towns and
major roads in relation to
the airport; where medical,
lost and found, drinking
water, cool-down showers,
and informational facilities
are located; the location of
sponsors’, performers’, and
autograph tents and when
people will be there; giveaways and drawings to be
performed during and after
the show; how to get back
to the parking lot and basic
traffic management after
the show is over.
That’s all.
Oh, and the announcer
has to be somewhat versed
in the show’s emergency

plan in the unlikely event
that something goes awry.
Knowing this, and having
announced air shows since
1977 — still junior to several announcers in our membership — I can attest to the
fact that most announcers
wince when a show representative calls them and
says: “We can’t afford an air
show announcer.” Subsequently a sheaf of papers is
handed to a disc jockey or
to what the military refers
to as “local assets.”Translation: a junior officer who
knows better than to say
“no” to anyone — who
fumbles through what he
has in hand. If landings
equal takeoffs, management
says the show was perfect.
As air show announcers
— there are about thirty of
us — we send out “needs”
lists to the shows where we
will perform. If they seem
long, it is only of necessity,
beginning with to whom
we should report upon
arrival, where we will be
staying, maps or diagrams
of how to get to the motel
and back, and some idea of
briefing times, show times,
and social events at which
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we are expected. While the
flying acts each have one
act to be concerned with,
the announcer has eight,
ten, twelve, plus everything
else that occurs on site from
8 a.m. to 5 p.m.
In radio and television,
the most successful performers are those whom
you would like to have for a
next door neighbor. Not the
ones who talk “at” you, but
the ones who seem like they
are putting an arm around
your shoulder and telling
you a story. The ones who
are your friends.
The person announcing
your show is best received if
perceived to be part of your
family. Not that they have
to get married at your show
(which Linda and I did at
Kalamazoo in 1989), but
they can’t sound like outsiders. Knowing that there
is a McDonald’s on Elm
Drive two miles off the
approach end of Runway 14
makes for some chuckles in
advance of the Tomcat performance. Imagining the
flood of UFO phone calls to
the Concord police department during a nighttime
show with pyrotechnics
puts smiles on faces. To prepare for this, your announcer requests certain necessary
information.
You can’t fly without the
folks who front the money
to pay the bills. The person
who heads the marketing
effort knows who these people are and how much support they deserve. At some
point in his or her career,
every announcer has been
told that they may glean
the list from the program,
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which in most cases was
“put to bed” (i.e., locked up
and approved for printing)
a month or so before the
event. Therefore, certain
inclusions may be incorrect
and omissions are
inevitable.
The result?
A committee member
rushes to the stage in the
middle of the show to
inquire why the announcer
mentioned Wahoo
Chevrolet
which

stiffed
the show
for 45 vehicles,
but has not mentioned Big
Boy Supermarkets, which
has supplied all the food for
the V.I.P. area and box
lunches for all the volunteers. And of course, the
error is the announcer’s
fault.
Every air show announcer
realizes that his duty lies
with making the spectators,
the visitors and the guests
comfortable. If they are
happy and they know the
sponsors are responsible for
their comfort and happi-

ness, show management is
happy. Being able to repeat
the locations of certain
well-marked field support
items makes everyone’s lives
easier. If there is a Lost and
Found, make certain that it
is marked and attended. At
a show a couple of years
ago, the unmarked Lost and
Found was always unattended; it kept moving because
the people manning the
location couldn’t see
the flying show.
The new
locations
were
each

given
to me
after the
preceding
move, about once
every half hour, and my
information was always one
location behind. Spectators
were hollering to me that
there was no Lost and
Found.
Since the public address
system is usually the fastest
way to relay information, it
seems that everyone needs
someone paged or some
announcement read. It is
for that reason that most
announcers request an
intermediary, someone to
run interference for them.

Intercept the messages,
decide whether they are to
be read or not, and either
pass them on or trash them.
If an announcer is handed
(or worse, told a message
directly), and it doesn’t
make it to the microphone,
the announcer becomes a
bad guy.
Di Henderson, who
announces for Texas T-Cart
Air Shows, sent me a note
talking specifics about announcers who work a single
act, but she offered an observation applicable to all
air show announcers:
“In the event of [any
untoward occurrence] it is
the announcer’s duty to
respond, not to react.”
Repeating “Omigod” a
hundred times does nothing
to control a situation.
Remaining calm and conveying the feeling that we
or that someone is in
charge is a show’s first line
of defense.
Some specific items in an
announcer’s support request
are a matter of personal
preference. But all our
requests are to the same
end, to perform as flawlessly
as possible for anywhere
from five to eight hours.
And paraphrasing headline
performer Wayne Handley’s
comment in open meeting
at the 1997 ICAS convention; you can hire the finest
flying acts in the country,
but it’s a professional,
knowledgeable, well-versed
announcer who can “make”
your show. If you feel that
you cannot “afford a professional announcer,” you
have one flying act too
many.

