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Crashes and Other Catastrophes

S udden, unexpected catastrophes such as earthquakes,
shipwrecks, and major fires leave lingering cultural echoes
in their wake. The greater the trauma, the more intense,

more diverse, and more lasting the echoes.1 These can take many
forms. One is the fixing of blame on a seemingly plausible scape-
goat: a careless Irish immigrant in the Great Chicago Fire of 1888, 
a liquor-impaired captain in the Exxon Valdez oil spill of 1987, or
violence-inducing music and video games in the Columbine High
School shootings of 1998.2 Another is the institution, with great
fanfare, of measures designed to guard against future catastrophes,
such as NASA’s redesign of its Apollo spacecraft after an oxygen fire
killed three astronauts in January, 1967.3 A third is to focus on acts
of heroism amid the catastrophe, like the resolve of the Titanic’s ra-
dio operators and musicians, who stayed at their posts as the ship
sank beneath them.4 A fourth is making pronouncements about the
larger meaning of the catastrophe. Survivors of the 1755 earthquake
that devastated Lisbon saw the destruction of their city as the wrath
of an angry God—a judgment on their sinful ways and a warning to
repent. Survivors of the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, surveying
the ruins of their own city, saw an opportunity to build it anew, a
chance to make it a bigger and better city than ever before.5

Air crashes are, as catastrophes go, small-scale events. They
often take fewer than twenty lives and seldom take more than a
hundred. They kill, in any given year, only a fraction of the number



killed in car accidents (roughly forty thousand annually in the
United States). Air crashes, however, register differently in the pub-
lic’s mind than other catastrophes. High-profile accidents thus tend
to draw interest—and generate cultural echoes—far out of propor-
tion to their cost in lives or property damage.

Unlike most natural disasters, air crashes have no geographic
limits. One can move away from hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes,
and floods, but escaping the need to fly is far more difficult. Unlike
most human-caused catastrophes, air crashes rarely allow those in-
volved to save themselves through their own actions. It is possible, if
not plausible, to imagine steering a car around a highway pile-up,
swimming away from a sinking ship, or tackling a deranged gunman
who opens fire in a crowded shopping mall. Flying accidents rarely
offer even the illusion of hope. Passengers aboard a crippled aircraft
can do little (beyond wearing seat belts and memorizing emergency
procedures) to improve their chances of survival. Articles on “how
to survive a plane crash” routinely emphasize that luck is a key fac-
tor.6 Finally, more than most catastrophes, air crashes are likely to
occur suddenly and (from the passengers’ perspective) without warn-
ing—there is no ominous darkening of the sky, no rising of the river,
no smoke on the horizon. All of these qualities heighten the popular
perception of air accidents as random, inexplicable events. That
perception, in turn, reinforces an idea as old as the myth of Icarus,
that flying is a precarious, unnatural activity that could end at any
moment with a sudden (and probably fatal) earthward plunge.

Air crashes are uniquely disturbing, but for most travelers, the
anxiety is balanced by the realization that they are also rare—far less
common, and far less lethal, than car accidents. Nonetheless, that
confidence can be precarious. Reports of midair crises, high-profile
crashes, and disappearances of planes and pilots upset the equi-
librium by forcing images of sudden, random death into the fore-
ground. The stories people tell about flying accidents are a means of
restoring that confidence in flying. They reduce the stresses and fears
accidents generate by fitting the events (real or imagined) into fa-
miliar storylines, making them familiar, comprehensible, and mean-
ingful rather than strange, inexplicable, and random.

Midair Crises and Nonfatal Crashes

Flying accidents in the real world are not inevitably fatal.7 Near
crashes and crashes without significant loss of life are even more

110 imagining flight



common in popular culture. Tales of real ones are fixtures of most pi-
lots’ memoirs, of virtually all popular biographies of fliers, and of an-
thologies of aviation writing. Fictional ones are staples of books,
movies, and even (as framing devices for series or plots for individual
episodes) in television. There are solid dramatic reasons for this.
Stories about flying accidents are typically told as adventure stories,
and the survival of most of the major characters is virtually a re-
quirement of the genre. There are also cultural reasons. Stories in
which crises are averted, or in which most people survive the ensu-
ing crash, defuse anxiety about flying more effectively than those
ending in outright disaster. Their message is consistent and reassur-
ing—no matter what crisis arises, someone (flight crew, ground crew,
or even passengers) will rise up to handle the challenge.

Pilots’ tales of near catastrophes in the real world often exem-
plify philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche’s credo, “That which does not
kill us makes us stronger.” The pilots telling the stories often portray
themselves as nearly outmatched and only barely in control of the
aircraft or the situation. For example, French airmail pilot Antoine
De Saint Exupéry described an encounter with the foothills of the
Andes Mountains:

There I was, throttle wide open, facing the coast. At right
angles to the coast and facing it. A lot had happened in a
single minute. In the first place, I had not flown out to sea. I
had been spat out to sea by a monstrous cough, vomited out
of my valley as from the mouth of a howitzer. . . . The moun-
tain range stood up like a crenelated fortress against the pure
sky, while the cyclone crushed me down to the surface of the
waters. How hard that wind was blowing I found out as soon
as I became conscious of my disastrous mistake: throttle
wide open, engines running at my maximum, which was one
hundred and fifty miles an hour, my plane hanging sixty feet
over the water, I was unable to budge.8

Saint Exupéry goes on to describe how he gradually claws his way
back to shore, clears the mountains, and arrives, nearly catatonic
with exhaustion, at his destination. Far from being the triumphant
hero, he is glad just to have survived.

Another common theme in pilots’ tales is their own inexperi-
ence, inattentiveness, or bad decisions. Ernest K. Gann describes
in his classic memoir how he nearly destroyed the Taj Mahal by
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overestimating the rate at which the heavily laden transport plane
he was flying could gain altitude after takeoff. Edwards Park, who
flew fighters in New Guinea during World War II, once returned
from a night mission with his windshield hopelessly fogged. He
recalled the moment—“the worst thing that ever happened to
me while flying”—in his memoir Nanette. “I wrenched my head in-
side and glared at the altimeter: 600 feet. The end was coming very
quickly, and I had a feeling of no control over it, over anything. I
wasn’t flying this strange and futile aircraft, this ‘it.’ I was just sitting
here, waiting, all alone. And it kept right on blithely lowering it-
self into the pit, insensible of the imminent end when it would dash
itself—and me—against a warm hillside and light the night with
its flames.” The feelings that Park describes—helplessness, frustra-
tion, and desperation—are, like Saint Exupéry’s sense of impotence,
typical of such stories.9

The pilots narrating these stories typically describe them-
selves—once the crisis has passed—as exhausted, shaken, or re-
lieved, rarely triumphant. They also, however, emphasize lessons
learned and experience gained. When told by others—as when
Tom Wolfe writes about test pilot Chuck Yeager—the stories may
be celebrations of bravery and skill. When told by pilots, they are
more often about good luck, quick thinking, and the ability to learn
from past mistakes. A popular monthly column in Flying magazine
has provided for years a forum for pilots to share their stories of
midair crises. The column is tellingly titled “I Learned about Flying
from That.”10

Fictional tales of near catastrophes follow a different set of con-
ventions. Most show pilots (and others) dealing with crises in con-
ventionally heroic fashion, with complete confidence, great bravery,
and enormous skill. Most also give the pilot a small group of compe-
tent assistants—in the air, on the ground, or both.11 Finally, most fo-
cus on spectacular problems that are initially beyond the hero’s con-
trol and so not the hero’s fault: hijackers, bombs, collisions, or crews
who die in flight.

Early examples of the story began to appear in the 1950s. Break-
ing the Sound Barrier, a 1952 British film about jet test pilots, fo-
cuses on the (invented) problem of pilots losing control of their air-
craft at very high speeds. The hero, who has lost several colleagues
in such accidents, risks his own death in order to recreate—and
solve—the problem. Ernest K. Gann’s 1953 novel The High and the
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Mighty, filmed in 1954, takes place aboard an airliner that develops
engine trouble over the Pacific en route from Honolulu to San Fran-
cisco. The pilot (atypically for such stories) is unable to cope with
the problem, but the copilot coolly takes command and nurses the
crippled plane to its destination. The film ends with the copilot
(played by John Wayne) walking across the tarmac in San Francisco
and casually whistling the main title theme. He is a study in non-
chalance—a man for whom saving a planeload of people is a routine
part of the job.12

Arthur Hailey’s 1968 novel Airport, filmed in 1970, places simi-
lar emphasis on competence and teamwork.13 Its central plotline
involves a Rome-bound flight that is forced to turn back to its de-
parture point—“Lincoln International” Airport—after a suicidal
passenger sets off a homemade bomb in the bathroom. Lincoln In-
ternational, meanwhile, is on the verge of being closed by a blizzard.
Only one runway remains clear, and it is blocked by a Boeing 707
hopelessly stuck in a snow bank. All but one of the main characters
have personal lives that are in complete disarray. All, however, are
uniformly competent and efficient—even heroic—when on the job.
Pilot Vernon Demerest comes close to apprehending the bomber,
survives the explosive decompression of the cabin without a seatbelt,
and lands the crippled plane while reassuring the passengers over the
intercom. Airport manager Mel Bakersfield juggles snow removal,
landing requests, and the press far more adroitly than he does his
wife and mistress. Maintenance supervisor Joe Patroni climbs into
the cockpit of the snowbound 707 and, trusting his instincts more
than “the book,” breaks it free with a burst of power from the engines.
The main characters are so competent, in fact, that the story’s sus-
pense lies not in whether they will succeed but in how.

Airport is a fairly conventional story driven by two straight-
forward problems: an airplane that needs to land and an airport with
blocked runways. Later novels, though they describe more exotic
problems, also offer heroic flight crews who are well equipped to deal
with them. David Graham’s Down to a Sunless Sea takes place in the
aftermath of a nuclear war aboard a commercial airship carrying a
band of survivors to safety in Antarctica. Thomas H. Block’s Orbit
involves an accident that sends a hypersonic airliner hurtling out 
of Earth’s atmosphere and into space. Unable to return the vehicle
to Earth, the crew struggles to keep everyone alive and breathing
until NASA can send a spacecraft to rescue them. John J. Nance’s
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Pandora’s Clock and Medusa’s Child take place aboard airliners with,
respectively, a deadly virus loose in the cabin and an armed ther-
monuclear bomb in the baggage hold.14 The members of the flight
crews are, in each case, the heroes of the story: brave, highly skilled,
quick witted, and resourceful. They overcome not only “routine” in-
flight emergencies but also (in Graham) the end of civilization and
(in Nance) powerful enemies determined to destroy them. The pi-
lot-heroes in such stories are nearly superhuman, a reassuring, if not
wholly realistic, image.

The most enduring “midair crisis” plot depends, paradoxically,
on removing the flight crew from the action. The classic example is
Arthur Hailey’s “Flight into Danger”—a 1956 teleplay that spawned
a novel in 1958 (Runway Zero Eight) and films in 1957 (Zero Hour),
1971 (Terror in the Sky), and 1980 (Airplane!).15 Set originally
aboard a chartered twin-engine airliner flying across Canada, it fea-
tures a former World War II fighter pilot who must take the controls
when both pilots fall victim to food poisoning. Ted Stryker, the hero,
is far removed from the ultrabrave, ultracompetent professionals of
The High and the Mighty or Airport. His flying skills are rusty after a
decade on the ground, and his experiences in combat have left his
self-confidence in tatters. Helped by ground controllers, fellow pas-
sengers, and a sympathetic flight attendant, he rediscovers both his
skills and his nerve in time to save the day.

Extravagant updates of “Flight into Danger” continue to appear.
The 1975 film Airport 1975, a spiritual though not literal sequel to
Airport, takes place aboard a Boeing 747 that suffers a midair colli-
sion with a small private plane. The airliner’s flight crew is killed,
and one of the flight attendants must take over the controls until a
replacement pilot can be put aboard a jet helicopter and lowered, by
cable, through the gaping hole in the 747’s cockpit. Thomas Block’s
novel Mayday (1979) takes place aboard a supersonic airliner crippled
by an accidental missile strike. A private pilot—one of three people
aboard still able to function—is left to bring the plane safely home.
John J. Nance’s Blackout (2000) involves another 747 and another
incapacitated flight crew—alive this time but blinded by a mysteri-
ous flash of light. Responsibility for bringing the plane down safely
falls to a small committee of passengers that, collectively, has all
the skills necessary for the job. The new pilot, for example, is a teen-
aged boy who honed his skills flying virtual 747s on his personal
computer’s flight-simulator program. Brian Lecomber’s Talk Down
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(1978) is the far-more-plausible story of a young woman with no fly-
ing experience who must land a small plane when its pilot suffers a
heart attack. She quickly forms a bond with a flying instructor in
another small plane who, flying in formation with her, talks her
through the process.16

The appeal of stories about passengers taking over for dead or in-
jured flight crews lies in the fact that they give the passengers a
chance to participate in their own salvation. They turn some of the
passengers, at least, from passive victims awaiting rescue into hero-
ically active agents. Stories of (fictional) plane crashes, where most
of the passengers survive only to find themselves marooned deep in
the wilderness, appeal on a similar level. The survivors cannot do
anything to stop their plane from crashing, but they can take active
steps to overcome the postcrash dangers they face. The main char-
acters of novels like Ernest K. Gann’s Island in the Sky, Alistair Mac-
Lean’s Night without End, or Gary Paulsen’s Hatchet—as well as those
of films like Lost Flight, The Last Flight of Noah’s Ark, or Castaway—
all have, unlike the passengers in The High and the Mighty or Air-
port, the chance to save themselves. Elleston Trevor’s 1964 novel
The Flight of the Phoenix (filmed in 1965) represents the ultimate
variation on this story. When a transport plane crashes in the re-
mote North African desert, the survivors build a smaller plane from
the wreckage and fly to safety.17

Virtually all tales of midair crises do have one crucial element in
common: the care they take to humanize the passengers and crew of
the imperiled airplane. The process is natural and seamless in mem-
oirs since the individual in peril is also the storyteller. It is also pres-
ent in fiction, where its pedigree stretches back to novels like Thorn-
ton Wilder’s The Bridge of San Luis Rey and movies like Grand Hotel
and Stagecoach, and in nonfiction, where the obvious inspiration is
Walter Lord’s A Night to Remember. Airplane-in-crisis stories from
The High and the Mighty onward have routinely introduced the pas-
sengers as they board the flight, using dialogue and (occasionally)
flashbacks to give depth and dimension to each. Frequently, the cri-
sis that unites all the characters in danger occurs at or after the mid-
point of the story, only after the audience is sufficiently engaged in
the characters lives to care about what happens to them.

The meet-the-passengers device can, of course, be reduced to
the kind of stale, shallow formula used in films like Airport 1975 and
ruthlessly parodied in Airplane! Used thoughtfully, however, it can

115crashes and other catastrophes



raise midair-crisis stories to the level of literature. Gary Pomerantz’s
widely praised Nine Minutes, Twenty Seconds: The Triumph and Tra-
gedy of ASA Flight 590, for example, draws much of its emotional
power from the fact that it is as much about people as machines.18

The “tragedy” of the subtitle is the failure of routine safety proce-
dures to catch the cracked propeller that failed and caused the crash.
The “triumph” is the courage and determination of individual crew
members, passengers, and rescuers, each of whom is portrayed as an
individual.

The ways of establishing an emotional connection between the
passengers and audience are, particularly onscreen, almost limitless.
Airport uses nearly a third of its narrative to follow the intersecting
paths of the main characters as they move to and through Lincoln
International. Miracle Landing opens with a series of brief scenes
showing the main characters away from their jobs, relaxing. The
Flight of the Phoenix stops at one point while the pilot of the crashed
plane tells the story of an earlier crash that still haunts him. Slattery’s
Hurricane intersperses its hero’s dangerous flight into the eye of a
hurricane with a series of flashbacks to earlier moments in his
(mostly misspent) life. It is clear by the end of the story that Slat-
tery’s act of selfless heroism has saved not only the city of Miami 
but also perhaps his soul. The Hindenburg, a fictionalized 1975 film
about the last flight of the great German airship, spends most of its
running time exploring the lives of characters who, audiences know,
will spend the last moments of the trip fighting for their lives when
the airship catches fire. The film ends with a scene designed to un-
derline the randomness of such disasters: a still photograph of each
significant character appears in turn, and an off-screen narrator
intones their fate, “Survived . . . survived . . . dead . . . dead . . .
survived. . . .”19

Fatal Crashes

Air crashes that kill everyone aboard do happen, both in fiction
and in fact. For obvious reasons, however, the stories told about
them are very different from those told about crises—or crashes—
where most survive. Occasionally, far more often in fiction than in
fact, the stories about fatal accidents emphasize their senseless ran-
domness. The Everley Brothers’ song “Ebony Eyes”(1960), for in-
stance, concerns two young lovers separated by death when the air-
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liner carrying her to their hastily arranged wedding crashes. The
films Random Hearts (1999) and Bounce (2000) reverse the story,
focusing on couples brought together by the loss of loved ones in a
plane crash.20 Far more often, however, the stories attempt to find
order and meaning in an event that seems disorderly and mean-
ingless.

The most familiar of these plots involves the postcrash search for
a cause and a way to prevent similar accidents in the future. The he-
roes of such stories are the crash investigators. They are aided by a
supporting cast of witnesses, survivors, and other pilots, all of whom
have a personal stake (because they will fly again in the future) in
discovering and fixing the problem. The consistent message of such
stories is that crashes, though tragic, ultimately make flying safer by
calling attention to hidden flaws in design, maintenance techniques,
or operating procedures that can then be corrected. The flaw be-
comes the “villain,” which the heroes must first identify and then
vanquish. Find-and-fix stories thus fit neatly into larger narratives
about the inevitability of technological progress. They not only re-
assure audiences that technology gets better (specifically, less risky)
over time but also show how the process works.

One of the first widely told find-and-fix stories emerged from
the 1931 crash that killed the legendary Knute Rockne, head foot-
ball coach at the University of Notre Dame. Rockne was forty-three
and at the height of his considerable fame when he boarded a three-
engine Fokker F-10 airliner in Kansas City for a trip to Los Angeles.
Ninety minutes into the flight, the Fokker lost a wing and tumbled
out of the sky, crashing in a field near Emporia, Kansas. Investigators
quickly identified the cause of the crash. The F-10, like many aircraft
of the time, had a wooden frame, and dry rot had developed, un-
noticed, in the main wing spar. Overstressed by turbulent air en-
countered along the edges of a thunderstorm, the fatally weakened
spar broke, causing the wing to snap off.21

Public opinion quickly shifted the blame from the specific Fok-
ker F-10 that had crashed to the F-10 as a type and, from there, to
wood-framed and three-engine airplanes in general. The shift de-
stroyed the market for the once-popular F-10 and contributed to the
closing of General Aircraft Corporation, the branch of General Mo-
tors that built Fokker designs under license in the United States. It
also hastened the introduction of a new generation of all-metal air-
liners by allowing airlines to promote them as safer. Jack Frye, whose
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airline, Transcontinental and Western Air Transport, had operated
the F-10 in which Rockne died, came under particularly intense
pressure to replace his remaining F-10s with another aircraft. Unable
to purchase any of Boeing’s new model 247—the first of that firm’s
all-metal airliners—he commissioned a new design that became the
Douglas DC-2.22 Entering service in 1934, the DC-2 offered greater
speed, comfort, and capacity than any other airliner, including the
year-old Boeing 247. Its larger successor, the legendary DC-3, com-
pleted the revolution. The Rockne crash thus became, in the public’s
mind, the “cause” of the DC-2, the DC-3, and the beginnings of safe,
efficient air travel in the United States.

Six years later the Hindenburg disaster doomed passenger air-
ships as surely as the Rockne crash had doomed wood-framed air-
planes. Most of the western powers had experimented with airships
during the 1920s and 1930s, but only Germany used them to carry
paying passengers. Unable to obtain sufficient supplies of helium,
German engineers filled their airships with hydrogen—more buoy-
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Figure 14. The DC-3 was the revolutionary successor to the DC-2, one of the 
first streamlined all-metal airliners. Their development was hastened by the 1931
crash of a Fokker F-10 airliner, caused by undetected rot in a wooden wing spar,
that led to a public backlash against F-10s specifically and wooden airplanes in
general. Courtesy Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-95489.



ant but highly explosive. It lifted the Graf Zeppelin throughout its
career (1928–37) and the Hindenburg through ten roundtrip cross-
ings of the Atlantic in 1936, all without incident. On May 7, 1937,
however, something went terribly wrong. Approaching a mooring
mast at Lakehurst, New Jersey, after the first transatlantic flight of a
new season, the Hindenburg suddenly caught fire. Less than a minute
later, she was a smoking hulk on the ground. The fact that only
thirty-six of the ninety-seven people aboard died—most of them
crew members working inside the hull—made only a slight impres-
sion on the public’s consciousness. The memories that remained
vivid were newsreel images of the giant airship engulfed in flames.
The running commentary of radio reporter Herb Morrison, though
recorded separately, became a soundtrack for the disaster. His an-
guished voice and distraught cries of “Oh, the humanity!” height-
ened distant listeners’ sense that a uniquely terrible tragedy was un-
folding.23

Hydrogen—over seven million cubic feet of it in the Hinden-
burg’s gas cells—quickly became the focus of the postcrash inves-
tigations. Hydrogen burned, the Hindenburg had burned, and the
connection seemed obvious.24 Opinions on the cause of ignition var-
ied—a stray spark inside the ship, static charges from a just-passed
thunderstorm, a saboteur’s bomb—but in the end they mattered
little. Passenger airships had acquired, in less than a minute, an in-
delible reputation as flying deathtraps. The late-1930s introduction
of long-range flying boats clearly hastened the end of the dirigibles.
They could match or exceed the airships’ speed and, crucially, fly
in the storms of winter as well as the fine weather of summer. The
public, however, saw (and continues to see) the end of the passenger
airship primarily as a response to the Hindenburg, the abandonment
of an inherently unsafe technology after a horrifying demonstration
of its flaws.

Since the 1930s, find-and-fix stories have been told many other
times. These later retellings typically involve not an entire class of
aircraft but a single type. They are typically mounted by manufac-
turers and operators of a troubled design in order to maintain (or re-
store) public confidence in their aircraft after a high-profile crash or
series of crashes. Told in this form, the stories end not with the erad-
ication of the type but with its improvement and (as a result) its res-
urrection. They were told about the DeHavilland Comet in the early
1950s, the Lockheed Electra in the early 1960s, and the McDonnell
Douglas DC-10 in the middle to late 1970s. Partly as a result, all
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Figure 15. The rapid and fiery destruction of the German dirigible Hindenburg
in 1937 shocked Americans who saw it replayed in newsreels or heard Herb
Morrison’s description on the radio. The shock combined with concerns about 
the safety of airships to hasten the end of commercial airship travel, already
threatened by the advent of long-range airplanes. Courtesy New York World-
Telegram and Sun Newspaper Photograph Collection, Library of Congress, 
LC-USZ62-127529.



three types survived bad publicity, temporary loss of public confi-
dence, and powerful but irrational suspicions that they were some-
how “jinxed.” British Airways and Air France, sole operators of the
Concorde, deployed the storyline with great aplomb after one of the
supersonic airliners crashed at Paris on July 25, 2000, killing 113.
The two airlines countered serious doubts that the thirty-year-old
design would ever fly again with detailed, public-friendly reports of
redesigned tires, reinforced fuel tanks, and other technical improve-
ments. The Concorde resumed passenger service on November 7,
2001.25

Find-and-fix tales are also popular in fiction. Novels such as Ba-
sil Jackson’s Flameout, John J. Nance’s Final Approach, and Michael
Crichton’s Airframe all deal with investigations of serious airliner
accidents (though in Crichton’s case, not a crash). The film Fate Is
the Hunter follows a retired pilot’s attempt to clear an old comrade’s
name by investigating the crash that killed him and left only a single
survivor among his fifty-four passengers and crew. The acknowl-
edged classic of fictional find-and-fix stories, however, is Nevil
Shute’s 1948 novel No Highway. Filmed in 1951 as No Highway in the
Sky, it focuses on the engineer-hero’s efforts to prove that a new air-
liner, the Reindeer, is vulnerable to metal fatigue and structural fail-
ure after a certain number of hours in the air. The protagonist finds
himself, at one point, flying across the Atlantic aboard a Reindeer.
Initially preoccupied, he slowly realizes that it has been flying long
enough to have reached the crisis point, putting him and his fellow
passengers in immediate danger. The story reflects Shute’s back-
ground as an aeronautical engineer and anticipates, by a year, the
real-world troubles of the DeHavilland Comet.26

While find-and-fix stories of problems solved and technology
improved -are the most common recountings told about high-profile
air crashes, they are not the only ones. A second type of story uses
the crash itself as a setting for heroic actions by the crew, the pas-
sengers, or onlookers. On July 19, 1989, a United Airlines DC-10 en
route from Denver to Chicago suffered an explosion in one of its en-
gines that disabled most of its hydraulic systems and left its controls
virtually useless. The plane was diverted to the airport in Sioux City,
Iowa, where it made a fiery crash landing. News coverage of the crash
quickly focused—with good reason—on the plane’s thirty-five-year-
veteran captain, Al Haynes. The skill with which Haynes landed the
nearly uncontrollable plane meant that nearly two-thirds of those
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aboard—185 of 296 passengers and crew—survived. His postcrash
interviews, mixing modesty about his extraordinary feat and sorrow
over his inability to save everyone aboard, firmly established him in
the public’s mind as a hero.27

Public memories of the crash in January, 1982, of an ice-laden
Air Florida 737 into the Potomac River are also tied to the heroes it
produced. Lenny Skutnik, a civil service employee who witnessed
the crash, dove into the river to pull an injured woman to safety.
Donald Usher and Eugene Windsor—a Park Police helicopter
crew—used their aircraft to lift one survivor after another from the
freezing water. Five times, an initially anonymous survivor passed
the helicopter’s rescue harness to others clinging, along with him,
to the airliner’s half-submerged tail. When the helicopter returned
a sixth time, he was gone. Roger Rosenblatt eulogized passenger in
an essay titled “The Man in the Water.” It concluded: “He could not
make ice storms, or freeze the water until it froze the blood. But he
could hand life over to a stranger, and that is a power of nature too.
The man in the water pitted himself against an implacable, imper-
sonal enemy; he fought it with charity, and he held it to a standoff.
He was the best we can do.” It was those images—not the changes
in deicing procedures established as a result—that caused the Air
Florida crash to linger in the public’s mind.28

A third type of story focuses neither on the airplane nor on the
survivors and their rescuers but on the dead. Its purpose is neither to
reassure nor to inspire but to attach meaning to an otherwise sense-
less tragedy. The crash and the resulting deaths become, in these sto-
ries, part of some larger pattern of events. Treating them that way
makes them at least marginally easier to bear.

Such stories typically have meaning only to those with a close
connection to the victims. The death of the entire U.S. national fig-
ure skating team in a 1961 plane crash in Belgium became, for fans
of the sport, part of a similar tale of triumph following tragedy. The
triumph came in the team’s gradual rebirth, and especially in the ca-
reer of Peggy Fleming, who became its leading member. Fleming, a
promising eleven-year-old unknown in 1961, lost her coach in the
crash. She went on, in the seven years that followed, to five national
and three world titles, reaching the climax of her amateur career
when she won the sole U.S. gold medal of the 1968 Winter Olympic
Games. The 1962 crash of a chartered airliner in Paris, which took
the lives of 106 members of the Atlanta Arts Association, set in mo-
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tion another story of death and rebirth that still resonates in the At-
lanta arts community. The city’s Woodruff Arts Center (originally
named Memorial Arts Center) was opened in 1968 as a tribute to
those killed, and their names, carved in black granite, are listed on a
memorial on the front lawn. The story of the community’s rebirth af-
ter the crash resonates with Atlanta’s image of itself as a city reborn
from the ashes of the Civil War.29

Stories about the victims of plane crashes can also have darker
shadings. The crash that killed rock musicians Buddy Holly, Richie
Valens, and J. P. “The Big Bopper” Richardson in February, 1959, has
been a fixture of American popular culture since Don McLean made
it the centerpiece of his immensely popular 1971 song “American
Pie.”30 The song’s deliberately complex, symbol-laden lyrics treat the
crash as a cultural watershed that separates the exuberant innocence
of the 1950s from the wrenching upheavals of the 1960s. Buddy
Holly’s music, McLean suggests, was the spirit of the 1950s; when he
died, the decade died with him. When John F. Kennedy Jr. died in a
plane crash off Martha’s Vineyard in July, 1999, the crash instantly
became the newest chapter in a half-century-long tale of Kennedy
family tragedies. News reports recited the litany of previous Kennedy
deaths, believers in a “Kennedy curse” weighed in, and conspiracy
theorists hinted darkly at sabotage.31

Postcrash tales like those told about Holly and (especially) Ken-
nedy offer death without symbolic rebirth; they offer no triumph to
leaven the tragedy. They do, however, ground the deaths in a larger
pattern, offering an alternative to the even bleaker idea that they
were simply random events.

Disappearances

Death in a plane crash is one thing. Disappearance—a (pre-
sumed) crash without wreckage, bodies, or a sense of finality—is
something else. Like ships that go to sea and never return, aircraft
that take off and (seemingly) never land leave behind a cloud of un-
resolved loose ends and uncertain outcomes. The unique nature of
flying means, however, that disappearances also leave room for hope.
The sky is the traditional boundary between the physical and spiri-
tual realms. Heaven and all that it encompasses lies, in Western cul-
ture, somewhere just beyond it. Pilots’ ability to rise into the sky at
will places them a step or two closer to the angels than ordinary folk.
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This long association of the sky with gods, spirits, and the afterlife
adds a unique dimension to the deaths of pilots—especially those
whose aircraft are never found.

French pilot Georges Guynemer, leader of a crack World War I
fighter squadron, disappeared somewhere over the western front in
1917. Amelia Earhart, easily the best-known American pilot after
Charles Lindbergh, disappeared over the Pacific Ocean in 1937. An-
toine de St. Exupéry, the internationally famous author of Wind,
Sand, and Stars and other lyrical books about flying, disappeared over
the Mediterranean in 1944 while returning from a military recon-
naissance flight. All three stories have been told hundreds of times
since, but all the retellings have a common thread: the use of the
word “disappeared” in place of “crashed.”

Rationally, “disappeared” only evades the truth. Airplanes, their
pilots, and their passengers do not simply wink out of existence.
“Disappeared” works as a euphemism for “crashed” because an air-
plane going down at sea or in the wilderness seldom leaves many
traces. “Disappeared,” like “lost at sea,” leaves no hope that the one
lost will ever return home, but it glosses over the grim details of their
final moments. It even suggests, in a way that “lost at sea” does not,
that those lost have departed this life for the next in the most direct
way possible—flying until, somewhere beyond the sky, they reach
Heaven. The verses of a popular song composed after Amelia Ear-
hart’s disappearance acknowledge that her plane had crashed at
sea, but the refrain wishes her “happy landings” at a heavenly aero-
drome.32 A 1918 French painting titled The Death of Guynemer
shows angels lifting the young ace from his doomed fighter and pre-
paring to bear him away to Heaven.33

John Magee’s famous poem “High Flight” taps into the same idea
with exultant descriptions of flying amid towering clouds and beams
of sunlight, descriptions very similar to traditional Western depic-
tions of Heaven. The final lines make the link complete:

And, while with silent, lifting mind I’ve trod
The high untrespassed sanctity of space,
Put out my hand, and touched the face of God.

Magee composed the poem in September, 1941, while serving as a
fighter pilot in the Royal Air Force. Three months later he was dead,
killed when his Spitfire descended from an overcast sky and—too
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