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Dedicated to the innocent victims of flights, who have embarked upon journeys to see the beauty our planet has to offer, but who have had their lives tragically cut short by acts of barbarism perpetrated by individuals with warped ideologies. To the heroic crew members, brave passengers and anonymous members of the security forces who have brought hijacks to safe conclusions with zero or minimal loss of life. To the men and women who, day in and day out, perform their duties professionally, often with little thanks, in an attempt to safeguard not only the flights we board but the societal values we strive to uphold. And, last but by no means least, to those I love and cherish who have enabled me to make this flight through life safely and securely.
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PREFACE







People often ask me how I became involved in aviation security. Perhaps it was growing up in East Sheen, on the flight path to London Heathrow. I recall gazing out of my bedroom window for hours on end at the aircraft making their final approach, and I became quite the expert at recognising airline insignia. Geography was my favourite subject at school and, while many kids of a similar age were proud to display their knowledge of cars, football players and the kings and queens of England, I wanted to be tested on my knowledge of every capital city, national flag and airline carrier.


Then again, perhaps it was because I was fortunate enough to travel frequently as a child and was always excited by the airport experience. It wasn't the aircraft themselves which appealed to me, rather the behaviour of the passengers, and those who met them or bade them farewell. The expressions of love, sadness, joy, excitement, boredom, frustration. The communication between loved ones and business colleagues, flight attendants and pilots, airport staff and the travelling public. It was fun guessing where people were travelling to – who was the tourist and who was on business, who was happy to be leaving on an adventure and who was distraught about imminent separation from a loved one they might never see again. It's a game I've converted into a profession!


However, it is more likely that I was influenced by world events. After dinner, my family always watched the BBC's Nine O'clock News and, when I was child, aircraft hijackings took place with alarming regularity. With no sibling until I was almost 12, I had to take part in grown-up discussions about both the ills and the wonders of the world. The actions of the Palestinian terrorist groups intrigued me more than those perpetrated by, say, the Irish Republican Army, because aviation was the target. But, while I never set out to become an aviation security professional – and could never have foreseen myself sitting down for coffee with Leila Khaled in Amman on the thirtieth anniversary of the events of 6 September 1970 – somehow I knew that aviation would be part of my life.


Over the years I have followed many of the stories, generally focusing on them from a human perspective. I am fascinated by the paths taken by the perpetrators of violent acts, what led them to points of such desperation, be it hijacking, bombing or even simple unruly passenger behaviour. The stories of passengers and crew, how they responded, coped with captivity, summoned the will to survive or resigned themselves to their fate. I have brought together many of the stories that have shaped the aviation industry, together with some which have had a major impact on the world as we know it. This is by no means an exhaustive account of aviation hijackings and bombings – and some readers may feel that their favourite case study has been left out – but the ones selected are those where there is a tale to be told, a lesson to be learned or a hero to remember.


Many books have been written about individual incidents, but this history is different. The focus is less on the weapons or explosives used, the aircraft type, the tactics employed by special forces or the background political manoeuvrings, and more on the impact of the attacks on those whose lives became forever associated with violence in the skies.


This book would never have come about were it not for the support and encouragement of colleagues, friends and family. I am indebted to those who helped me get the ball rolling – notably Alexandra James and Louise Cooke; to those family members who helped proof – my sister, Devorah, and father-in-law, Tony – and my professional proofreader Emma Grundy-Haigh; to industry colleagues, Norman Shanks, Tony Blackiston and Amir Neeman, whose constructive criticism and feedback was invaluable; and those who commissioned it in the first place – my agent, Adrian Sington, from Kruger Cowne, and Claire Plimmer and Chris Turton at Summersdale Publishers. The publishers of Aviation Security International have been ever supportive of my efforts to highlight the key issues impacting upon aviation security worldwide and I am grateful for their continued faith in retaining me as the editor of the industry's mouthpiece. I express my gratitude to the staff and consultants of Green Light Ltd., who may have felt that I have been somewhat distracted from my regular duties while putting pen to paper. Glenda and Harold provided me with the hideaway and headspace to write by granting me the use of their caravan in Selsey. This book probably would never have been started were it not for the encouragement I was given by friends – in particular, Carol Bronze, who always told me that I had a book in me! My parents' faith in me has had immeasurable impact – the frequency of being told to adopt the 'I can and I will' attitude as a child; the inspiration they provide by the never-ceasing zest they continue to show for life; the unquestioning love they display for all those dear to them, values based on charity and good deeds they espouse; one can only aspire to emulate them. And last, but by no means least, my wife and daughters whose love, support and loyalty has known no bounds. They have allowed me to embark on this literary journey, while also having to cope with an often absentee spouse and father as I have travelled the globe. Kate epitomises professionalism and her desire to enable people to achieve their maximum potential is a quality that I hope I have absorbed and portray to those I encounter within the industry. While this book is dedicated to those whose lives have been shaped by hatred, it is inspired by those who love.



CHAPTER I


1911–1945






THIEVING TYPES


The aviation industry was still only in its first decade when it had to start to consider ways of ensuring the not only safe but secure transportation of passengers at high altitude above the earth, let alone the protection of its assets on the ground. Following the Wright Brothers achieving 'flight' in 1903, and the subsequent commencement of aircraft manufacturing in the early years of the last century, there have been those who have seen it as a concept that could be exploited for nefarious purposes. As a result, the industry has had to respond to the challenges posed by terrorists, criminals, psychologically disturbed individuals and asylum seekers who have sought to use aircraft as a means to prove a political point, secure the release of imprisoned colleagues, extract financial gain, reach pastures deemed greener, or even as a means to commit suicide.


However, the first criminals to target aviation did so from the safety of solid ground. According to the Oregon News of 9 August 1911, an aeroplane had been reported as stolen: 


 

[image: ] St. Louis Police today are searching for an entirely new brand of criminal in the man or men who stole a monoplane from E. E. Lessard, a local amateur aviator. So far as known the theft is the first of its kind. [image: ]


 

It certainly wasn't the last.


The aircraft thieves of the early twentieth century were likely to be flying enthusiasts rather than hardened criminals. In 1917, the New York Times reported:


 

[image: ] NOVICE AIRMEN DIE IN 1,500-FOOT PLUNGE: Two army pupils take plane at Mineola without authority and attempt flight. They soon lose control. Crowd sees runaway biplane zigzag dizzily in the sky, then drop to earth. [image: ]


 

And so it was that Ransom H. Merritt and Anthony D. Spileno met their premature end.


A decade later, the United Press reported that, on 26 August, Donald Charles had stolen an aircraft because he was late for a party! Charles had been a pilot in World War One, yet he had seemingly forgotten how to fly. No sooner had he taken off than he crashed the aircraft, writing it off, although walking away from the accident himself.


A year later, two German youths stole an aircraft in Winnipeg, Canada. Around the world, aircraft thefts began being reported with alarming regularity.


In Australia, on 23 September 1930, the Sydney Morning Herald reported that two men had been charged with the theft of an aircraft. 'Walter William Crothers, 21, a fitter, was charged at the Parramatta Court yesterday with having stolen a Moth aeroplane, valued at £850, the property of the Aero Club of New South Wales.' It was alleged that Crothers had obtained the plane from the caretaker of the Hargrave Park Aerodrome, and had intended flying it to Katoomba to perform a flying show. Jack Hart, a 21-year-old motor mechanic, was also arrested and charged in relation to the offence.


However, all of these crimes had been opportunistic in nature. Nobody was seizing aircraft in-flight and pilots were not being forced to fly against their will.








MEMORY RECALL


 

Unofficially – inasmuch as no report of the incident was filed by the captain at the time – the first airborne aeroplane hijacking took place in Mexico in December 1929. It was not until 1970 that pilot J. Howard 'Doc' DeCelles claimed that, back in 1929, he had been flying a postal route for the Mexican company Transportes Aeras Transcontinentales, ferrying mail from San Luis Potosi to Torreon and then on to Guadalajara, when a lieutenant under the command of Mexican revolutionary Pancho Villa ordered him to divert. DeCelles was allegedly held captive for several hours under armed guard. This was, however, not a passenger aircraft.










THE WOULD-BE ALBANIAN KING


The first 'real' hijacking to have taken place (in flight, rather than prior to take off) of a passenger-carrying aircraft may have been as early as 1919 and perpetrated by a particularly colourful character by the name of Baron Franz von Nopcsa Felső-Szilvás.


Nopsca was a Hungarian aristocrat, who became a worldrenowned palaeontologist, today credited for having initiated research into the Transylvanian dinosaur following his sister's discovery of some petrified bones on the family estate in Szacsal in 1895. His research also delved into the origin of birds and the evolutionary process that has enabled them to fly; he is now regarded as one of the first scientists to have established an evolutionary link between birds and bipedal dinosaurs. Nopsca was an early proponent of the theory of 'island dwarfism', whereby animals that evolve on islands grow to a smaller size due to the limited resources available; his theory, once mocked by many, is nowadays accepted by the global scientific community.


But Nopsca was a multifaceted individual – an adventurer who developed a love of Albania, and who saw himself as the saviour of this exotic region in the Balkans. His first trip there in search of fossils came about following the commencement of a relationship with his secretary, a younger Albanian man named Bajazid Elmaz Doda. Such was his passion for the region, despite being a palaeontologist first and foremost, Nopsca is also accredited as having written 50 scientific papers on the language, history, ethnology, traditional music and laws of Albania. Committed to the country, he wished to free it from Ottoman rule and used his considerable wealth to purchase weapons to wage the first Balkan war.


Albania became independent in 1913 under the Treaty of London, and determined that it would be a monarchy. With no natural successor to the throne, the new state tried to identify suitable candidates to be king… and Nopsca thought he would be just the man for the job. However, his unabashedly camp lifestyle did not play well in early-twentieth-century Albania and he quickly found himself out of favour. So he returned to Transylvania, which was still under Hungarian rule. While continuing his research as a palaeontologist, Nopsca also spent the latter part of World War One operating as a spy for Romania… not that it was going to do him any good.


The end of World War One saw Transylvania become part of Romania, and Nopsca lost his family estate there, and the associated wealth that went with it. His fall from grace resulted in his seeking a new life in Vienna and so it was that a wealthy homosexual Hungarian palaeontologist who wanted to be King of Albania arrived, gun in hand, at Budapest Airport with false documents and ordered the pilot to fly him and Doda to Vienna. In addition to establishing the evolutionary process that enabled birds to fly, he may have inadvertently been the first of a new kind of creature of the skies – the hijacker.


Nopsca and Doda were to end their days in Vienna in 1933 when Nopsca, poor and sick, shot his lover in his sleep before turning the gun on himself.








MILITANT MAURITANIAN MOORS

 

The first airline to find itself the target of criminal activity was Lignes Aeriennes Latécoère (later to become Aéropostale). Between 1923 and 1926, the carrier operated mail routes across the Spanish Sahara and, on the ground below, nomadic Moors took advantage of the frequency with which these early flights were forced to land due to engine trouble or sandstorms. Pilots were frequently kidnapped and ransoms were demanded for their release. Realising that this was a profitable business, the Moors then started shooting at aircraft in flight in order to force them to land. In at least five instances, the pilots were actually killed by their captors.










LATIN AMERICAN GUERRILLAS, MONGOLIAN TRIBESMEN AND DASTARDLY DENTISTS

Given the absence of verifiable data regarding Baron Nopsca's hijacking in 1919, and the failure of 'Doc' DeCelles to report the attack on his aircraft in 1929, the aviation industry tends to treat the events of the 21 February 1931 as being the first hijacking for which detailed reports exist. In fact, it was more of a commandeering than a hijacking as all the action took place on the ground in Arequipa, Peru.

Around six months beforehand, Lt. Col. Sanchez Cerro flew to Lima from his home in Arequipa in an aircraft piloted by an American businessman by the name of Elmer Faucett (who was, subsequently, to become the founder of Peru's first airline), and seized power. By February 1931, Cerro's Arequipa-based compatriots had become disillusioned with his failure to effect the reforms he had promised, and so it was that some of them decided to take up arms and seek his removal. But Arequipa was some way from Lima and, just as Cerro himself had arrived in Lima by air, an aircraft was needed.


Captain Byron Dague Rickards was the unlucky pilot. He worked for Pan American Airways and flew Ford Tri-motors on mail routes around the Andes. On 21 February, he landed in Arequipa, on a landing strip with which he was very familiar. As he taxied towards the terminal, a group of Peruvian guerrillas bearing rifles surrounded the aircraft and advised Rickards that they were seizing the aircraft and would be utilising it to drop propaganda leaflets over cities in Peru.


Strangely enough, Rickards was not only the first captain to be 'hijacked'; he was also the first to be hijacked twice, when a Continental Airlines flight he was piloting on a domestic flight in the USA in 1961 was also seized. Rickards, however, can consider himself relatively fortunate since Captain Leul Abate of Ethiopian Airlines has been skyjacked on at least three different occasions!


The targeting of an aircraft operating a mail route was also not a one-off. On 2 July 1931, an aircraft belonging to the Eurasia Aviation Corporation was shot down near Manchuli, by Mongolian tribesmen armed with rifles. The Junkers aircraft was performing the inaugural trans-Siberian airmail route at the time; at the controls were two German pilots, Captain Johann Rathje and his flight engineer, Otto Koelber, both of whom were on loan to Eurasia Aviation by its parentcompany, Lufthansa.


Rathje and Koelber were arrested and held in Outer Mongolia until September 1931, when the Nanking government in China is believed to have negotiated their release. Rathje was initially sentenced to five years imprisonment for espionage, whilst Koelber, who had been seriously injured in the initial attack, spent the three months in captivity in a hospital in Urga, where he also had his leg amputated.








SEAPLANE, SEE DANGER


 

The first real lesson on the risk to aviation as posed by criminal activity on the flight deck also occurred on the South American continent. On 25 September 1932, a Panair do Brasil Sikorsky S-38 seaplane was stolen from its hangar by three rebels who, having taken a hostage as protection, took off and then promptly crashed into São João de Meriti, a suburb of Rio de Janeiro. The three rebels and their hostage all died.










There is considerable debate as to when the first aircraft was blown up intentionally, but many believe that the Imperial Airways aircraft, which crashed near Dixmude in Belgium while en route from Brussels to London on 28 March 1933, may have been destroyed by one of the passengers on board. The aircraft seemingly targeted was an Armstrong Whitworth A. W. 154 Argosy II, called the City of Liverpool.


Observers on the ground saw the aircraft on fire before it crashed, killing all 15 people on board. The fire had been seen in the tail of the aircraft and, according to the Bureau of Aircraft Accidents Archives, the subsequent investigation showed that:


 

[image: ] No technical failure occurred on wings or engines. A quick and violent fire broke out in the cabin, maybe in a luggage [compartment] or in the toilet compartment for  unknown reasons. This fire was very intensive as no one in the cabin was able to use the fire extinguisher. [image: ]


 

One of the possible scenarios is that one Dr Albert Voss, a 69-year-old dentist, had started the fire intentionally. Voss' body was actually found some distance from the wreckage and the forensic investigation revealed that he had suffered burn marks to his hands and face. Witnesses on the ground claimed that they had seen a man jump from the aircraft just before the crash.


Voss' brother told investigators in London that the dentist had been considering suicide and that he may have been involved in drug smuggling. Due to his profession, Voss had easy access to anaesthetics, which at that time were highly flammable. Furthermore, it was later revealed that the flight was being monitored by the Metropolitan Police, who were already investigating Voss' alleged involvement in smuggling. His brother claimed that Voss felt it was only a matter of time before he was arrested, so perhaps he decided it was time to disappear.


 

THE LIQUID EXPLOSIVE PLOT OF 1933


While the loss of the Imperial Airways flight in 1933 is only suspected of being the result of sabotage, the first confirmed bombing of a commercial airliner took place on 10 October 1933, when a United Airlines aircraft, en route from Cleveland to Chicago, exploded at an altitude of 1,000 ft over Chesterton, Indiana.


It was confirmed by Melvin Purvis, then head of the Chicago office of the United States Federal Bureau of Investigation, that their investigation demonstrated that the crash was the result of 'an explosion somehwere in the region of the baggage compartment of the rear of the plane'. Purvis reported that, 'Everything in the front of the compartment was blown forward and everything behind blown backward, and things in the side outward.' A simple fire in the fuel tanks was ruled out because 'the gasoline tanks, instead of being blowed [sic] out, were crushed in, showing there was no explosion in them'.


It was later determined that a nitroglycerine-based improvised explosive device (IED) had been concealed in the blanket compartment of the toilets. Despite the evidence, no cause or culprit were ever established. Suspects were aplenty, but the investigation was impeded by the fact that the wreckage was sold and removed from the crash site within 24 hours of the accident taking place. As the investigation dragged on from weeks to months, the lead investigators were given other issues to deal with. Purvis was also the lead agent tracking John Dillinger, the infamous gang leader who had embarked upon a series of bank robberies in May 1933; and Special Agent W. Carter Baum, who had been interviewing passengers' family members, was also assigned to the hunt for Dillinger.


On 22 April 1934, Baum was killed by 'Baby Face' Nelson, when acting on intelligence that Dillinger and members of his gang were hiding at Little Bohemia Lodge in Wisconsin. And on 22 July 1934, Purvis, having managed to track Dillinger down to the Biograph Theatre in Chicago, awaited his exit from a viewing of 'Manhattan Melodrama' to close in on his prey. Dillinger tried to escape but was shot dead. With Baum dead and Purvis having made a significant breakthrough against organised crime, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover wanted 'Baby Face' Nelson and 'Pretty Boy' Floyd captured dead or alive, and Purvis had proven himself up to the task. As a result, the investigation into the air crash was suspended.


 

MURDER IN THE SKIES


The 1930s were to experience not only the first commandeering of an aircraft and the first bombing of an aircraft, but also the first act of murder in the skies. Fortunately, however, the incident took place on a light aircraft rather than on a passenger plane.


The perpetrator was Earnest Pletch, the victim Carl Bivens, who was Pletch's flying instructor, and the reason… well, nobody seems to know! Pletch was said to be a difficult man and was already on his third marriage when, on 28 October 1939, he had his final lesson with Bivens and, somewhere over Missouri, he took out a revolver and fired two shots into Bivens' head. Pletch had acquired sufficient flying skills to be able to land the training aircraft single-handedly.


This feat would not have been a surprise to those who knew Pletch, as he had been quick to brag to anybody that would listen that he had been teaching himself to fly, if only by reading books and observing the actions of trained pilots at air shows rather than by actually taking lessons. In June 1938, Pletch had stolen an aircraft from a Royal American Show and managed to take off and land the aircraft successfully, all before his first flying lesson.


Even after his arrest for the murder of Bivens, Pletch repeatedly changed his rationale for the killing, but he did plead guilty and was saved from the death penalty by Bivens' widow, who supported a life sentence with no parole.


Pletch died a free man in June 2001. Mike Dash, a Welsh historian, best known for books and articles dealing with dramatic yet little-known episodes in history, investigated the incident after Pletch had gained his freedom. He found that 'his life sentence had been commuted to one of 25 years on 9 January 1953, then further commuted on 1 March 1957, the day of his release'. Furthermore, Dash established that:


 

[image: ] A man by the name of Earnest Pletch had found employment as a pilot with a firm called Cox Aviation and married a woman named Mary Leap on the day after Christmas 1973. There must have been other wives as well; when Pletch died, he left 16 grandchildren and 22 great-grandchildren. [image: ]
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