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Airport Experiences

Fred W. Clarke III

Air travel, even in the 21% century remains a miracle. The ability
to get to practically any point in the globe from any other point
within a day or so is simply incredible. Flying can also be a beautiful
experience, I will always remember my first time flying and the
sheer magic of seeing the earth from the air. I still marvel at the
beautiful countryside of Italy, the towers of Manhattan and the
gleam of Siberian snowfields from the air.

My experiences on the ground, however, are often less uplifting
and, sometimes, traumatic; so much so, that the few wonderful
experiences in airports tend to be lasting memories. My fondest
reminiscences are of airports which no longer exist - such as the old
shed on St. Barths’ Island in the Caribbean. Huge jets would park
next to this simple, primitive metal hut in the bright sunlight and
wonderful smell of the Caribbean winter - a perfect combination of
the technological marvels of jet aircraft and simple island life. Mere
arrival felt like a holiday.

I also loved Kai Tak airport in Hong Kong which was nestled so
close among high-rise buildings that, when landing, particularly
in the evening, invariably I saw families having dinner, people
watching television - activities of daily Hong Kong life. The landing
procedure, particularly in heaving typhoons, was an experience
never to be forgotten. We are fortunate that Asian pilots are trained

well for dealing with bad weather conditions!

FHERETRE

Inside, Kai Tak was modest with low ceilings and simple walls of
glazed brick, terrazzo floors and worn, post-war details and finishes.
What made it special was that it was clearly an airport whose soul
and character was an extension of the city which it served. It was
crowded but with an emphasis on service and efficiency - feeling
very much of Hong Kong down to the uniformed driver with the
big shiny hotel car greeting his customers with a wonderful cold
oshibori (lang mo gun). [ must say that, although I greatly admire
the architecture of the new Hong Kong airport, Chek Lap Kok, it is
unable to portray this particular Hong Kong feeling as wonderfully

as the old airport did.
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Obviously, airports today are extremely complex, functionally-
driven machines whose primary purpose is to move people and
aircraft in a clear, safe and efficient way. 1 believe that airports,
however, have an additional obligation - they must be good gateways
to their communities. An airport is the first and last impression a

visitor has of a new city. In that sense, the airport is an ambassador,

representing cities and their culture to visitors. A contemporary
airport that does this well is Reagan National in Washington, D.C.
which our firm designed in 1997,

Also, today airport architecture is experiencing a renaissance.
There are wonderful contemporary airport terminals built
throughout the world, many of which I have experienced, personally.
There is a new admiration for dynamic spaces and handsome
filtered light. We are designing some of them, also. The tradition
of the TWA Terminal at John F. Kennedy by Eero Saarinen, which I
believe to be still the most iconic symbol of the magic of air travel,
is once again being appreciated. It is also a marvelous gateway to
the community it serves.
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