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24th Air Force
Command Chief

NOTAM
Best When On

As an Airman stationed at RAF Chicksands in the late ‘80s, I was assigned to the 6950th Electronic Security Group’s Dawg Flight, working the infamous 12 and 3 schedule (4 days 0700-1500, 4 swings 1500-2300, and 4 mids 2300-0700, followed by three days off).  At about 0400 on the third mid shift (our eleventh consecutive duty day), I was talking to a co-worker about a doubleheader I planned to play with my baseball team outside of London after work that day.

In the middle of this conversation, my supervisor walked over and sat down.  My supervisor had that sixth sense I thought was reserved only for Mothers.  You know, the ability to know what you’re thinking, planning, or doing before you even think, plan, or do it.  After listening for a moment or two he chimed in with, “Slater, read the label, it says ‘Best When On’.”
As I had so many times before when getting advice or direction from my supervisor, I wondered what on Earth he could possibly be talking about.  Within seconds, he followed up with, “Haven’t you ever seen a food label?  It usually reads ‘best by’ followed by a date.  Well, your brain has a label too.  It reads, “Best When On.”
He continued, “now that I’ve got your attention, let me know if I understand your current plan correctly.  You think it’s a good idea to wake at 2100 last night in preparation for a 2300 mission show time; work an 8-hr shift (2300-0700); drive home, change clothes, grab your baseball equipment, and jump back into your car at 0900 for a three hour drive; start play at 1300; finish play at 1830; drive three hours home; shower, change, and report for work again tonight at 2300 for another 8-hr mid shift?  Now if I do my math correctly, you plan to show up for the last of our mid shifts tonight after having been awake for over 24 hours?  And worse than this, you plan to drive three hours from the baseball field to the base after having been awake for 22 ½ hours?  Can you say ‘dumber than dirt’?  Now turn your brain on (it works much better that way) and rethink your plan.”
My supervisor and I spent the next 20 minutes developing a plan which would keep me off the road (I left my car home and rode with a well-rested teammate), allow me to play ball, and return me to duty mission-ready.
I learned two important lessons that day.  One, Air Force leadership isn’t interested in preventing me from enjoying life.  In fact, they’re interested in helping me have a longer life to enjoy.  So, before I bungee jump off a platform, I double-check my knot.  Before I jump on my motorcycle, I double-check my bike and my personal protective equipment and wear all of it, on and off base.  And before I go out to enjoy an “adult beverage” I make a plan (and that plan never includes me driving myself home).  And lesson number two?  My supervisor was right.  My brain definitely works ‘best when on’.  I’ve made it a habit ever since to make sure the first thing I do each morning is make sure my on/off switch is in the right position.
KEVIN G. SLATER, CMSgt, USAF

Command Chief Master Sergeant
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