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John Roche
During my seventeen years as the commander of the 911th Security Forces (SFS) at Greater Pittsburgh International Airport (PIT), almost 50 VIP visits to western Pennsylvania graced the runways of the Pittsburgh International Airport. The secure tarmac of the 911th Airlift Wing served as the reception area. We hosted presidents, vice presidents, congressmen, senators, first ladies, and various foreign dignitaries. Our presidential protection team routinely worked with the secret service and many local, state and federal law enforcement agencies. During every visit, I watched the motorcade leave the base. Each time the motorcade departed the base, the same thought went through my head. Riding in the motorcade would be really cool. I never experienced thrills.
After retiring from the Air Force in 1996, I took a part-time job as a chauffeur. I enjoyed working nights and weekends.  I quickly developed a reputation as a reliable driver, who gave his passengers much better than average service.  I attended to the little details that made an evening exceptional for passengers paying $150 or more an hour. I routinely received calls from dispatch offering me unique trips. One such trip, which lasted two days, occurred in September of 2009, when Pittsburgh hosted the G-20 Summit. 
On the morning of September 24th, I reported to the North Side garage of Embassy Coach.  After being assigned a thirteen-passenger van, I reported to a secret service agent for my driving orders. He told me, “You’ll be driving Sara Bareilles, the entertainer, for the event.” After the ten-minute drive to downtown Pittsburgh, I entered the secure zone, which covered several square blocks of downtown.  The van and I went through a thorough screening, including a K-9 inspection.  I was then directed to a holding area. 
Another agent approached me and asked me to step off to the side. “You’ll be driving the White House staff in the Presidential motorcade.”
 I immediately started to wonder if my Top-Secret clearance at the time had anything to do with this change. My excitement level went right through the roof.  Not only was I going to get my wish to be in the motorcade, but I’ll be also driving in it.
Under police escorts, several vans, SUVs, and sedans drove out the Parkway West to my old home at the 911th Airlift Wing. where we were to meet Air Force One.  I knew the turf and it felt eerily warm to be in this position for a visit from the most powerful person in the world.  As I passed through the gate and on to the tarmac, I chuckled when I heard a member of the SFS yell, “There’s Major Roche driving the van.” I gave him a quick wave and proceeded.
The caravan pulled up behind the two prepositioned presidential Limousines. In short order the 747 arrived with the pomp I had witnessed dozens of times. The convoy loaded quickly and we were on the road in less than ten minutes.
 	I soon realized a horrific stimulation on the-–now closed off—parkway. I watched two presidential limousines interchange positions in the motorcade, keeping the location of the president a mystery.  My instructions directed me to keep a two-car length distance from the vehicle in front of me.  That may seem like a fairly easy assignment. Cruising ninety miles per hour one moment and dropping to thirty miles per hour the next, the nerves get severely tested—not to mention the reflexes.  For the eighteen miles the pattern repeated continuously.  After arriving at the Omni William Penn Hotel, we regrouped for a few hours until loading up for the dinner party
The uneventful ride to the Phipps Conservatory only lasted ten minutes. After discharging my passengers, an agent directed me to a secure holding area. I entered a courtesy tent, set up for the drivers and law enforcement. After fetching a coffee and some cookies—they always have cookies in courtesy tents—I returned to the van and took a nap. 
Around 9:30, an organizer rapped on the front door. “Hey fellow, your people are ready. Drive around to the pickup area.” I followed his orders. 
As I waited for the staff, a limo pulled up on the driver’s side of my van. Though the deeply tinted glass, less than five feet away from me, sat President Obama, obviously deep in concentration. Within minutes, the motorcade blew through the Oakland section of the ‘Burgh, arriving at the Omni a short time later.
The next morning, I cleared security and re-entered the secure zone. Soon the ‘cade took off for the five-minute sprint to the David L. Lawrence Convention Center, where the summit took place. The entire motorcade parked in the basement parking lot of the enormous facility.
My van quickly became the law enforcement lounge, where several state and local police hung out for a few hours. The summit ended, I loaded up the staff again, assuming my position in the motorcade. Once again, the convoy played the 90/30 game on the trip to the airport, stirring up my nerves.
During my drive back to the north side, I no longer possessed the luxury of a police escort. I dealt with the rush hour traffic on the parkway, crawling my way back to the garage in a little over an hour. The trip may have been slow, but I had the time to happily think, I’ve just had a wish come true—and it didn’t even happen at Disneyland.
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