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Alliance
A night under the stars

ILLUSTRATION BY GARY COX

THE SHADOWS RUN LONG off the old hangars as the setting sun turns 
the evening sky into a kaleidoscope of colors. Here and there, tufts 
of tall grass grow up through the cracks in the asphalt, their lines 
merging with the great prairie at the edge of the pavement. The 
golden yellow of their leaves turned red in the fading sky.

The sun has shone dusty hot all day long here in western 
Nebraska. Its enormous energy commands the wind to blow strong 
and full across the absolute flatness of the high prairie. But now, at 
sundown, the wind loses its force, and an interlude of calm falls like 
a blanket across the land, bringing a momentary silence before the 
rising din of the crickets and grasshoppers extends until dawn.

I lie stretched out atop a picnic table 
beside a small, seemingly abandoned 
terminal at this desolate aerodrome. A 
decrepit Beech 99 of indeterminate age 
passes through here a couple of times a 
day. Occasionally a passenger actually 
deplanes, but this is by no means a 
widespread occurrence. The commuter 
airline gets paid to land here by the 
government, so it lands whether there is  
a purpose or not. The old Beech will 



hopscotch up from Denver, pick up  
a few empty mail sacks, and depart  
in a cloud of dust for Chadron. While 
this town is not the absolute end of  
the earth, it is most definitely only one 
stop short.

The ancient mariners navigated by 
charts showing the world to be flat. The 
outer edges of their understanding had 
the simple admonishment, “There Be 
Dragons.” Certainly this place would 
warrant such a moniker. So few people 
ever make it out here, one stop short of 
the end of the line.

Today, as I lie here on the airport 
picnic table, I am full and content, my 
back to the earth, my face to the stars. 
The picnic table is warm as it gives up 
the heat of the day in the rapidly cooling 
evening. This table gets little use in 
these pre-security days; its common 
function is to serve those waiting for 
possible passengers off the commuter, 
few as they may be. By night it becomes 
my perch to view the world as I wait.

The world of the night freight hauler is 
a world of waiting. Waiting for boxes, 
waiting for gas, waiting for weather. This 
waiting is occasionally disturbed by an 
explosion of energy called flight before 
settling down to wait some more. Waiting 
is truly an art. It is something that does 
not come easily to some. The impatient 
display anxiety on their faces; they fidget 
and pace. I, on the contrary, consider 
myself to be a master of waiting. A picture 
of contentment in the here and now that is 
only evidenced in those who have abso-
lutely nowhere to go.

A toothpick from the small-town diner 
where I ate is lodged between my teeth. I 

am trying to affect the ways of the real 
cowboys swaggering toward their pickup 
trucks, wide-brimmed cowboy hats 
planted firmly on their heads. I don’t talk 
to them much. So disparate is our back-
ground that we have little except 
pleasantries to share. I wear tennis shoes 
and drive a Ford Pinto. To them, I am a 
being from another planet. 

The locals say this was a glider pilot 
training base in World War II. Three 
concrete runways were poured on the 
prairie in the shape of a triangle to offer 
a runway aligned more or less in any 
direction. A veritable city sprung up 
from the tumbleweeds and dust for a 
short year or so. Hard to imagine such a 
thing could have existed. Like the fabled 
city of Atlantis, it must have risen out of 
the prairie and then retreated back from 
wherever it came, leaving only the old 
hangars and asphalt to mark its passing.

I don’t really see where sentencing 
World War II cadets to this desolation 
enhanced their aeronautical education 
any, but it certainly must have added 
much excitement to these parts. Nothing 
much else happens of any consequence in 
Alliance, Nebraska.

Indigo smothers the eastern horizon 
now as the sun is only an ember sinking 
well below the hard edge of the western 
plain. Day hangs on by its fingernails, 
unwilling to yield to night. I feel a cat’s 
paw of chill on my cheek as a breath of 
cool, thin air brushes by. The dry atmo-
sphere gives up the heat of the day in an 
instant on the high prairie.

Very soon my moment of contentment 
will be interrupted. Ever so gradually, 
almost imperceptibly, the sound of an 
approaching mail truck will slowly rise 
out of the great western quiet. One 
moment there will be nothing. And with 
the next, the sound of the truck’s tires will 
rise out of the silence, off in the distance, 
crunching over the gravel. The rising cre-
scendo of its approach will slowly become 
part of my consciousness. It is thus every 
evening as I wait, the truck heard long 
before it can be seen on these flat barren 
plains of western Nebraska.
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Somewhere between Grand 
Island and Omaha I cross 
paths with my counterpart 
headed westbound.

Vern and his truck will be carrying the 
mail, work for both him and me. The U.S. 
mail is what brings me to this cow town 
every other night and every other weekend, 
365 days a year. Neither rain, nor sleet, nor 
gloom of night…

I fancy myself on par with Lindbergh 
himself, who flew CAM 2 from St. Louis to 
Chicago in World War I surplus DHs. 
There could certainly be no more romantic 
example of airmail transport than “Slim,” 
but he had to bail out of his plane four 
times in two short years. I hope to not re-
create that part of the airmail experience. 
As you might imagine, the modern airmail 
pilot doesn’t carry a parachute.

I like my picnic table view of the world, 
watching the day come to an end as I wait 
for the first mail load of the night, a relax-
ing interlude before the nonstop action of 
the next four hours.

Minutes ago, while the sun was still an 
angry fire, I climbed up the door of the 
Aero Commander just the way my boss 
showed me. I walked the wing to check the 
oil and gas because ladders cost money 
and a cargo mail run is about making it, 
not spending it. Now, with the preflight 
complete, the Aero Commander sits 
expectantly, like a beleaguered dachshund 
with wings, as we both wait for Vern and 
the mail. 

With Vern’s arrival, I’m tossing mail bags 
into the cavernous cabin, artfully richocheting 
them off the sides to reach the back corners of 
the airplane. The dented metal walls of the 
Commander bear witness to many such 

abuses by so many pilots now long gone. At 
least tonight there won’t be any livestock to 
darken my mood. I hate the livestock. Chicks 
and ducklings bound for who knows where. 
They cheep incessantly, and they smell. But 
that’s a westbound load out of Omaha. 
Tonight, I will be spared their company.

Soon I wave goodbye to Vern and slam the 
door. I jump into the left seat while I twist the 
magneto/start switch on the overhead panel. 
The left engine is cranking before my rear 
end hits the seat cushion. As the engine 
catches and rumbles, the airplane surges 
ahead while I crank the right engine. Brakes 
aren’t necessary out here in the middle of 
nowhere. We let it roll. One fluid motion from 
closing the cabin door to arcing into the air, 
our blinking beacon lights merging with the 
stars for the entertainment of the jack rabbits 
and coyotes.

Tonight I will cross this vast state and 
ultimately land in Omaha after a couple of 
stops along the way. The disparity between 
these two towns couldn’t be more pro-
nounced. Omaha with its feet still firmly 
planted in the Midwest loam and Alliance a 
town of Stetsons and cowboy boots close to 
the Wyoming border.

Shortly after takeoff from Alliance, I see 
the lights of the massive Union Pacific rail-
road yard at my first stop, North Platte. In 
this clear Western sky the bright lights are 
visible from more than a hundred miles 
away. So bright are they, I would imagine 
they would be visible from the moon.

The North Platte stop brings out a little 
old couple who have been hauling mail bags 
out to mail planes for decades. A new pilot’s 
photograph is carefully taken and added to 
the collection on their living room wall—all 
four walls. I stopped by their tiny house once 
on a driving trip across Nebraska and stared 
at all those faces, wondering, “Where are they 
now?” Did they lie on the picnic table waiting 
for the crunch of gravel as I do? Did they feel 
the chill of the high prairie?

North Platte feels so far from the big 
city that I once asked the woman if she had 
ever traveled beyond her life’s daily bound-
aries. She scoffed, “Sure, when we was 
married 40 years ago, we went to Imperial 
on our honeymoon!” 

I looked it up on the map: Imperial is 30 
miles away. Lifelong contentment doesn’t 
require a yearning for what’s over the horizon.

Once again I arc into the night sky. My 
next quick stop is Grand Island, known for 
the free steaks they give out to cross-coun-
try corporate jet traffic that might possibly 
stop for fuel. There is never much talk here. 
The woman who brings the mail doesn’t 
engage in conversation. She always seems 
dour, wishing she were home in bed or per-
haps away from this place altogether. The 
thumping of the mail sacks is the only 
accompaniment to our labors. I escape as 
fast as I can and am once again aloft, 
headed for the dark eastern horizon.

Somewhere between Grand Island and 
Omaha I cross paths with my counterpart 
headed westbound, another night freight 
hauler like me paying his dues. We briefly 
share the beauty of the star-filled sky. A 
quick hello on the radio, a flash of a landing 
light, and then we are torn apart in the 
blackness again. Little does either of us 
know that our futures will align and we will 
remain friends for more than 30 years.

The lights of Lincoln pass off to the 
south as I begin the descent for my final 
landing of the evening. Soon I will offload 
the 2,000 pounds of mail that I have col-
lected. Letters, bills, and packages bound 
for who knows where. My small contribu-
tion to the world communication network 
open to everyone at the simple cost of a 
postage stamp. 

My night under the stars is over,  
but tomorrow I will begin anew, as I  
point the nose of this battered Aero 
Commander westbound once again for  
my picnic table and that little cow town  
on the high prairie.
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