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For want of a nail, the shoe was lost.

For want of a shoe, the horse was lost.

For want of a horse, the rider was lost.

For want of a rider, the battle was lost.

For want of a battle, the kingdom was lost,

And all for the want of a horseshoe nail.

– Old proverb, quoted by Benjamin
Franklin, The Way to Wealth

“In the airline business, safety comes only from a kind of total paranoia – that is, always believing that you are not safe.”

– Time correspondent Jerry Hannifin, 1979
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INTRODUCTION

There’s no question about it – there is something unnatural about putting a motley collection of people into a long metallic tube, sticking wings and some engines to it, and flying it into the sky. According to the old saying, “If God had meant Man to fly, he would have given him wings”. But right back to ancient times, humanity has sought to get away from the confines of the ground.

However, as the myth of Daedalus and Icarus was just the first story to demonstrate, there are many dangers inherent in flying. Even before powered flight became possible at the start of the twentieth century, there were accidents, injuries and deaths connected to attempts to fly – and we have always been fascinated by them, as the success of reality series like the Cineflix show Mayday (US)/Air Crash Investigation (UK), or movies such as Airport and its ilk have proved.

The Mammoth Book of Air Disasters and Near Misses doesn’t try to be encyclopaedic – a quick perusal of the databases for just the British or American air-accident investigation services reveals that there are unfortunately far more instances of things going wrong than there are paragraphs in this book. The sections comprise a cross-section of some of the most common types of air disasters, and the entries chosen have made their mark in some way on aviation history – whether because they represent the first time that some particular problem was encountered; or the accident or incident in question led to alterations in the way we fly today; or occasionally because of the people involved, either as passengers or crew.

Much as I would have liked to include some of the incidents involving ballooning and airships (the R101 and the Hindenburg disasters in particular), even a Mammoth Book has its space limitations (not to mention its deadlines), so this volume confines itself to powered aircraft. The first such aviation accident occurred on 17 September 1908, with original pioneer Orville Wright at the controls; a perusal of Google News shows that there is an incident of some sort on most days. The majority of incidents relate to commercial aircraft, rather than military; there are many volumes available which deal with the disasters that the world’s armed forces have faced. Inevitably there are some disasters and near-misses which are not covered (notably those involving controlled flights into terrain), but the contents pages list the major events contained in each chapter, referenced by flight title, date and location or other aide-memoire.

Where they are available, the official accident investigation reports have been studied, likewise the transcripts of the “black box” data from the flight recorders and the cockpit voice recorders. Contemporary reports, both in the mainstream press and trade magazines such as Flight International, have been incorporated into the narrative, and the terminology of the entries reflects the way in which they were presented then – cabin personnel in particular have gone through many changes in nomenclature over the years, and it would be jarring to read someone described one way in the text, and differently in the sources quoted. Wherever a direct quote is given in the narratives, it is sourced from the official released transcripts from the cockpit voice recorders and other recordings. (Because English is the official language of aviation, these reports are nearly always released in an “official” English translation.)

At the end of each section of the book, a comprehensive list of sources is given; barring the occasional piece of historical news footage, I have tended not to draw on the televised documentary/dramas of these events, as these have often had to conflate or expand material to fit within the strict one-hour nature of the programmes.

Inevitably, at times there are conflicts of testimony, and the narratives in these pages are largely drawn from the work of the various accident investigation authorities worldwide, who, in most cases, had the opportunity to take eyewitness statements from those involved. As anyone who has been a witness to an accident will know, no two people see things alike – the Vancouver Canucks ice hockey team had just landed at Los Angeles back in 1991 when a 737 crashed into a smaller aircraft and then careered off into a derelict fire station. “It’s funny sometimes how you can all watch something and come out with different stories,” coach Pat Quinn told the Los Angeles Times the next day. “When we were standing around waiting for our bags, some players said they thought they saw the plane on fire before it landed, but we later found out that was not the case.” People’s immediate reaction to incidents can be revealing, and where at all possible, each account here incorporates comments from those involved as passengers, not just the flight crew.

The causes of the various incidents within these pages are many and varied, and there are those who will maintain that there is no such thing as pilot error (except in really exceptional circumstances, such as the Russian pilot who misguidedly allowed his teenage children to sit in the pilots’ seats, and put their hands on the controls, thereby disengaging the autopilot). Speaking after the Überlingen mid-air collision in July 2002, Stuart Matthews, president of the Flight Safety Foundation, commented, “[I]t is for certain that no one thing causes an accident, it’s always a chain of events . . . I don’t necessarily blame the pilot because I don’t know all the facts, but at the end of the day he was the last link of the unbroken chain.” As some of the accounts in here show, there is sometimes very little that a pilot can do faced with a catastrophic mechanical failure – whether that’s caused by someone taping over an inlet, which affects the functioning of the aircraft, or following a collision. However, there have been many occasions where pilots have been able to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, and save the lives of some – and sometimes, all – of those aboard their aircraft, against all the odds.

The National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) investigator and pilot Brian S. Richardson is quoted on the website regarding the Aloha Airlines flight in which part of the roof of the aircraft was blown away, commending all those who warn about the dangers. “The industry needs to be constantly reminded of the past so they can be ever vigilant in the future,” he wrote in April 1998. “Believe me, as one who makes his living in the environment, I’m acutely aware that neat little 10 to the minus ninth probabilities [one in a billion chance] aren’t worth a shit if you are on the airplane when the numbers don’t work out.”

Everyone has had their own brush with aviation disaster, either personally or vicariously through friends and relatives. I was travelling from Heathrow to Los Angeles less than two weeks before 9/11 when the doors on the aircraft remained open, rather than being closed in preparation for take-off; about forty-five minutes later, my travelling companion and I were a little perturbed to see the cabin crew leaving the aircraft, and coming back after a briefing, clearly surprised by what they had heard. Rumours inevitably started spreading around the cabin, and it transpired that a threat had been received against an aircraft; when it became clear that it was a specific threat against the flight that we were on (rather than a general one against the airline as had happened a few times in preceding months), we decided discretion was the better part of valour, and elected to join those deplaning. As it transpired, the flight left, albeit two and a half hours late, and arrived safely; when we checked in the next day for the revised flight, we learned that a particular target of extremist hatred had been on board our aircraft the previous day. Apparently it was the last time that the person in question was allowed on that airline’s flights. However, what impressed me most was that the staff on the flight didn’t hesitate: they continued with their duties, irrespective of their personal concerns. (As Cristina Jones, one of the flight attendants who tackled Richard Reid, the shoe bomber three months after this incident, told Time magazine, “As a flight attendant, you learn to leave your feelings at the door.”)

The Mammoth Book of Air Disasters starts with a look at incidents with some of the highest potential for disaster, when two aircraft come into collision, either mid-air or on the ground. After that, the following sections deal with natural phenomena, particularly bird strikes and ice. Explosive decompression and fire are the causes of our next batches of accounts, with manmade problems – hijackings, bombings, attacks on aircraft and even suicidal pilots – forming our penultimate part.

The book concludes with three difficult take-offs, and then with an account of one particular incident, which was referred to by more people within the aviation industry to whom I spoke during the preparation of this book than any other: the emergency landing of United Airlines Flight 232 into Sioux City on 19 July 1989. What could go wrong did go wrong on that flight – and yet 185 from the 296 people on board survived, despite the pilots dealing with a situation that was “virtually impossible”.

With a book like this, there is always a danger that the reader – and the author – can become inured to the reality of what is being discussed. There are many television documentary series about aircraft crashes – a large number of episodes of Mayday/Air Crash Investigation have been uploaded to YouTube – and many of these include interviews with survivors or the relatives of the victims. Within these pages, the sudden deaths of many hundreds of people are recounted. It is to the memory of all those who died or were injured in the events related herein that this book is also respectfully dedicated.

 

Paul Simpson

May 2014


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Timings in the narratives are usually given in the format adopted by the official report, most of which adopt UTC (Universal Time Clock) or GMT (Greenwich Mean Time) as standard. Where a time is given as 0000.01, this indicates 1 second past the time given in the twenty-four-hour clock format – given the speed at which so many of the incidents in this volume occur, such a breakdown is often essential.
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