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    “You wouldn’t believe the incredible stories people have told me about airplanes and flying in their world travels!”





Thanks to all of you brave, adventurous souls who have ventured to lands far and wide, and who shared your sometimes bizarre, oft frightening, and mostly ineffable experiences of your travels with me for publication. Without you, this book could not be written.


And a special thanks goes to Professor Herbert B. Weaver, Ph.D., former head of the Department of Psychology at the University of Hawaii, without whose mentorship and encouragement I might not have become The Travel Psychologist that I am today.


And finally thanks to you the proprietors of the innumerable unnamed coffee houses that have tolerated me as I sat endlessly working on these stories, hour upon hour with endless refills after refills…
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We thank our contributors for their stories. Thanks to all of you brave souls who have ventured to lands far and wide, and shared your sometimes bizarre, frightening, and mostly ineffable experiences of your closest calls and greatest escapes with me for publication. Without you, this book could not be written.

A special thank you goes to the late Professor Herbert B. Weaver, Ph.D., former head of the Department of Psychology at the University of Hawaii, without whose mentorship and encouragement I might not have become the world’s first Travel Psychologist that I am today. 

A profound thank you goes to Ellen Stuart for her incessant help in editing this book and her outstanding suggestions for improvements. Having had a career as a senior legal secretary with the prestigious law firm Perkins Coie, based in Chicago, Ellen brings top skills to any writing effort, and I thank you profoundly, Ellen. 

And finally, thank yous go to the proprietors of the innumerable unnamed coffee houses that have tolerated me as I sat endlessly working on these stories, hour upon hour with endless refills after refills.

— Michael Brein
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Joseph Redmiles
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I am the widower of Rosemary Ellen Guiley, the co-author with Michael Brein, and the publisher of the first two books of The Road to Strange series. Rosemary sadly passed away in July 2019. Appropriately enough, I came to know Michael Brein during one of my cross-country trips to the Pacific Northwest. Michael was one of Rosemary Ellen Guiley’s many personal and professional colleagues and friends. 

When Rosemary and I married, I was quickly plunged into a whirlwind routine of travel by car, train, and automobile. I accompanied Rosemary on many of her tours and assisted with event setup, and investigations, and coordinated the logistics of our trips. Along the way, I met many fascinating people and experienced parts of the USA and England that had long been on my list of places to visit. 

The Pacific Northwest was special to Rosemary. It was where she grew up, received her education, and began her professional career as a journalist for several major newspapers. Every summer, we’d spend several weeks in her hometown of Seattle, Washington. This was our downtime; a chance to catch our breath, relax with friends and family, and take time for ourselves. 

Rosemary had told me about Michael, the world traveler, author, and Travel Psychologist. As Michael resided on nearby Bainbridge Island, naturally we got together during one of our early trips to Seattle. We quickly became friends, and Michael graciously acted as our tour guide around the island. I have fond recollections of our times together as we shared travel anecdotes in our far-ranging conversations over meals and coffee breaks.
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True Travel Tales

***
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I’m the “Travel Psychologist.” I originally coined the term “Travel Psychology” during my Ph.D. studies at the University of Hawaii and then became the world’s first travel psychologist. 

For over five decades, I have crisscrossed and traveled the world several times over seeking and interviewing nearly 2,000 travelers, adventurers, and other willing contributors, collecting and recording all the while, nearly 10,000 accounts of all sorts of things that have happened to them. And I’ve delved into the deeper psychological aspects of their experiences. 

Typically, I’ve asked people to share some of their most interesting experiences with me, be they in their travels or during their relatively mundane day-to-day lives as well.

It’s largely through the novel experiences offered by travel and adventure and curiosity we achieve more personal growth and gain a better understanding of realities that we perhaps never knew existed. This aspect of life, as expanded by these apparently new realities, is nothing short of a paradigm-shifter. 

Travel is mind-opening and mind-bending. Maybe it takes the travel experience — namely the condensing, collapsing, and speeding up of time and space, the rush of novelty, all impacting on us at once at every turn — to pry open the portals to experiences unknown.

By becoming The Travel Psychologist, I’ve got an entirely different take on travel, even more so than anyone I’ve ever read on the subject, an approach different from anyone else’s who has come before me.

I look at the subject of travel in a distinctly different manner than nearly anyone else. Oh yeah, of course, ordinary people and writers on travel have thought about and written about travel from all kinds of conceivable points of view for eons, no less.

But no one I know has distinctly looked at travel from a social science point of view as I have, by becoming the world’s first travel psychologist. It’s a first that I am distinctly proud to say that I’ve accomplished this.

My approach has been different from those who’ve come before me, namely, that you can study travel as a form of behavior with all its aspects from the point of view of a social scientist, namely, by asking this very simple question: “Say, what’s travel all about from the standpoint of psychology?”

Oh, yes, I’ve studied all sorts of courses as part of my Ph.D. curriculum including some firsts, such as the psychology of being a Peace Corps Volunteer or the spatial aspects of the behavior of the traveler, or non-verbal and verbal communication of travelers to exotic countries and with the hosts of these countries.

Indeed, my studies have even led me to study a variety of exotic languages myself such as Chinese, Japanese, and Indonesian — and even the study of Tongan, the official language of Tonga — during my stint as a psychologist with the Peace Corps at the University of Hawaii’s training site for volunteers who were eventually on their way to Tonga. I was right there with the volunteers themselves, yep... five hours a day, studying the Tongan language right along with them. People said,

“This Michael Brein is a curious fellow, not only studying the Tongan language five hours a day right along with the trainees themselves but even, indeed, becoming quite the character — even you might say, a teachers’ pet, of sorts, earning the reputation of becoming the most proficient in learning Tongan even among all the volunteers, themselves. Oh yeah, this Michael Brein distinguished himself, all right, in also becoming a curious student of a subject that no one ever formally studied before — the psychology of travel.”

Finally, I even wrote a formal paper on the psychology of travel that even made it into the prestigious psychological journal at the time: The Psychological Bulletin. I was the rare graduate student who could claim such an accomplishment. The title of the article “Intercultural Communication and the Adjustment of the Sojourner,” translates to: “The Psychology of Travel.”

Thus began my career of nearly five decades of interviewing travelers however I could find them, set them down, and then record their stories. But why you might ask? Simply this: I’ve always figured the best way to study the psychology of travel is to simply ask for (and record) the travelers’ tales. And thus began the True Travel Tales series that you are reading in this book.

“Thanks to Michael Brein ... to be the pioneer of this field.”
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Travel Tales: Airplanes — Terror in the Skies

***
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In my True Travel Tales book series, I’ve collected so many fascinating stories of all sorts of things that happen to travelers. Indeed, of the nearly 2,000 travelers whom I have interviewed over nearly five decades, I’ve collected and chronicled the phenomenal, the good, the wonderful, and fascinating sorts of things that happen to travelers.

I’ve recorded as well for posterity their best stories in the form of ebooks, paperbacks, and audiobooks, just about anything and everything noteworthy that defines what the travel experience is all about.

And along with these stories I’ve noted as well some of the not-so-good and not-so-wonderful sorts of risks and dangers of travel that travelers sometimes face. You might say I’ve studied and analyzed as best as I could the essence of travel safety and security while traveling abroad to countries around the world.

The books in my True Travel Tales series include travel stories of pickpocketing, theft, robberies, con games, scams, and even close calls and great escapes — the sorts of situations that some travelers may face in their adventures.

Many stories are about the good and wondrous aspects of travel such as the art and architecture of a country, the museums and galleries, the food and drink, and the marvelous scenery.

And sometimes even stories may include the fascinating, and even sometimes the paranormal and psychic aspects of travel, and, yes, even the strange and the bizarre. Some travel tales even involve travelers’ mysterious experiences with UFOs.

And not by any means the least, a few books in the True Travel Tales series include the funniest of travelers’ tales gathered by me as well

Finally, a couple of books in the series contain the most interesting travel encounters with the wildlife of the world that travelers have encountered in their marvelous adventures.

In all, this is a book on the psychology of travel with a focus and collected stories centering around and focusing on having to do with hotels and lodging in travel.

The Psychology of Travel

Over the last five decades, through my True Travel Tales series I’ve weaved the incredible stories people have told me about their travels into a psychology of travel as revealed by their very telling stories.

These are travelers I've met on planes, trains, buses, ships, tours, safaris, and in campgrounds, cafes, and pubs who’ve freely shared their most personal travel tales with me, which I, in turn, get to share with you now through my True Travel Tales book series.

Each book in the collection features noteworthy travel tales of a particular kind, all on a specific travel theme, or country. The travel stories that appear in the True Travel Tales series are but waypoints to understanding in a broader way the very psychology of travel.

Travel tales are told here — but with this one unique difference — with my being the world's first travel psychologist, you get more of the psychological pay dirt behind the incredible travel tales as told to me by these wonderful world travelers.

Lastly, there’s always a little bit of room for levity and humor, too. Indeed, some close calls and great escapes are not life-threatening at all but are even embarrassing or funny, for they are not so much the tales of impending potentially life-threatening disasters, but rather of embarrassing and oft unforgettable moments as well. Thus, a few such tales are interspersed here and there if only to give a brief respite by way of a smile or a laugh or two from accounts that will likely take your breath away.

This Book:

Travel Tales: Airplanes — Terror in the Skies

No collection of travel stories told by world travelers would be complete without the numerous accounts of the sorts of things people report they’ve seen or done on airplanes during their various travels to destinations around the world

Of course in a book about travel you’d naturally expect to include stories of all kinds of goings on to do with airplanes and flying — for one, the normal sorts of travel experiences to do with flying as well as ocasionally the more unusual, the strange, and even the paranormal.

However, on rare occasion there are also the occasional horrific stories to do with such things as hijackings, terror attacks, crashes, unusual turbulence and a variety of other mishaps.

Notwithstanding the above there also occasionally happen to be the hilarous sorts of occurences that happen on airplanes. And the things they never tell you... well, we have some air crew shenanigans to share with you about crewmembers on and off duty!

Mostly these unusual airplane occurences gathered for you in this book will never likely happen to you. So this book is the safe and comfortable place for you to learn of the wide variety of vaguaries of air travel that do occur on rare occasion.

In Travel Tales: Airplanes — Terror in the Skies you’ll find among travelers and airline crews as well the sorts of tales shared with me regarding their occasional encounters of the psychic and the paranormal that go hand-in-hand, right along with the typical wonderful accounts of a traveler’s onboard experiences that you would not normally ordinarily expect to hear about except in a book like this that gathers the variety of airplane and flying tales.

The stories in this book are basically divided into a number of different parts including travel tales of the good, wonderful, happy and glad, and funny, too — including as well a fair share of truly scary moments, spooky happenings, and some truly disquieting things that can occur onboard an aircraft that you otherwise might never expect, experience, nor ever want to have happen to you.

Mostly your own travels around the world will not likely be about ghosts, the spiritual, or the mystical or paranormal, per se, or the rare hijackings or onboard terror that can occur but rather more like the typical visitor mix of stories that you would normally expect to experience onboard an aircraft. 

In the True Travel Tales series, we aim to pull no punches, either. You’ll see much of the good side and expression of the so-called “yang” (the good) that a wonderful and satisfactory experience on board an aircraft destined to wherever you are going. 

When I refer to this book as “Travel” you’ll find that the term as used in “Travel Tales,” really covers a broader brush as well — yes, travel tales in the sense of someone traveling from one place to another, but it also means, in a wider sense, the idea that ghosts, or spirits, or UFOs, or what have you, however, you may choose to refer to them, also appear to be ‘traveling’ or ‘travelers’ themselves in their own right as perhaps from one realm or dimension to another! Even hypothetically onboard or in tandem with an aircraft. So, think of travel in this broader sense as well.

Finally, in this book of airplane and flying stories you will also see some stories thrown in of some of the challenges and happenings with regard to the wondrous lucky few who have managed to fly around the world on incredible airline tickets.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Part 1: Scary Flights
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The Unseeming and the Unwelcome

***
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Not So Good Goings Ons — Terror in the Skies Even!
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An Airplane Hijacking Over China
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Abject Terror in the Air

***
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One person’s near - death midair close call.

“My friend said to me, ‘Don't make eye contact with them (the hijackers); it's bad luck.’”

As told to me by Ron Ross. This is about what happened to us in 1982 in the skies over Shanghai, China. We got up early on a Sunday morning in Xian, which was the ancient capital of China. We went to the airport at the crack of dawn and boarded our plane at 8:00 a.m. 

We went through a rather superficial security examination, with no metal detectors or anything like that. We got on the plane and noticed there were a few Japanese and a lot of Chinese people on board.

Author Michael: What airline was it? 

Ron: This was CAAC (Chinese Airline) Flight 2502. It was a Russian - made Ilyushin jet prop plane, a rather old airplane at that. We got on and took off. And usually on an airplane, they give you something to drink or something to eat. We got these chintzy little souvenir nail clippers, instead, so I proceeded to clip my nails on the flight.

Michael: Where were you? Where were you headed?

Ron: We were headed to Shanghai from Xian. We were flying over Wushi at the time, making our approach to the Shanghai Airport, when I saw three gentlemen go into one of the johns. I turned to Dr. Gunther, who was sitting next to me, and said, “Very strange.”

There's not even enough room really for just one person in that john. But I saw three guys go in there. Very strange. 

A few minutes later they came back out, and all the people from the front section of the plane were suddenly rushing back toward us. And I heard somebody shout, “They're fighting with knives up there!”

Obviously, this was a ploy to empty that front part of the cabin. So the five of them at that juncture took control. Two of them went to the pilot and co - pilot and held six or seven - inch knives up against their necks. 

They emptied out all the people from the section between the cockpit, the galley, and the john.

Michael: Could you just back up a second? 

Now, you say three men entered the bathroom, and then who was rushing forward yelling and screaming?

Ron: The passengers. All the passengers in the first section there came running toward the back of the plane where we were. Because these guys were staging a mock fight or something just to get them out to clear out of there — a mock sort of thing to scare the people. 

And they got them out. I was in the fourth row of the second section, and these guys all took their shirts off, and one of them came brandishing two knives, and he got the people out of the next three rows and forced them toward the back of the airplane.

Michael: Right in front of you? 

Ron: Yeah, right. So now, I was the first line of defense, if you will. The next person was Dr. Gunther, and on the other side of the aisle were my fellow passengers Ed Lawson, Anne James, and Tony O’Neil... five of us in all. 

So all I had to do was lean forward and to my right a little, and I could have a clear view right to the cockpit where I saw these guys enter the john and then create havoc.

Michael: What was going through your mind at that point?

Ron: Well, in fact, it didn't seem real. It was surrealistic. Really crazy. But then one of the guys came back, and he opened one of these big tea - can - looking things, and he pulled out a bomb.

And I said, “Oh, my God, this is a bomb!” 

Michael: Right in front of you? 

Ron: Yes. Right in front of me. 

He took it out and put the cap on it, and then he attached a detonating device to it.

And, you know, he did this with great relish and flurry, as he wanted us all to see what he was doing. And he cranked up this detonating device. It was a terrible sound. I can still hear it today without too much trouble. 

And so I whispered to my friend, “They probably want to go to Hong Kong or Shanghai or Taiwan.” 

I added, “I hope it’s Hong Kong because in Taiwan with all these Chinese on here, it would be another problem altogether.”

And I didn't think too much more about it. 

Meanwhile, the hijackers kept coming back and forth and they communicated with each other. My friend understands some Chinese, and according to him, they indicated that we should all just sit still and be absolutely quiet and that nothing would happen to us. 

One of the stewardesses... she was a very brave little girl. She was watching what they were doing, too, and she would yell, “Meo, Meo!” which means ‘No!’ 

They had one of the stewardesses up front as well. So this one crazy - looking guy — he had a wild look in his eyes and a terribly high - pitched voice — he asked for something to drink, so she went back and she got a bottle of soda and she threw it to him. 

He took it and yanked off the top, and I guess he didn't like it, so he spits it out and some of the soda spilled. A real macho kind of thing. 

Then we started hitting turbulence. And I mean real turbulence. I've been through turbulence before, but never have I been through turbulence like this, where we would suddenly drop maybe ten feet.

And then we'd bank, and we'd bank again. 

I think maybe the pilot was doing this on purpose. Maybe he was trying to get them sick or off balance at least, I suppose. Meanwhile, however, he was getting lots of the passengers sick as well. Fortunately for me, I didn't get sick, but most of the passengers did. 

My friend said to me, “Don't make eye contact with them; it's bad luck.” 

He said, “Just feign illness whenever that one comes up to this section.”

So that’s exactly what I did. The more I thought about it, the more it made sense that he might just view eye contact as a challenge and come up for no reason at all and maybe just kill me.

So whenever the crazy one came by, I just had my airsickness bag there at the ready and just kept doing things for him to think that I was ill. 

Michael: So he kept showing up? 

Ron: Right. A couple of thoughts went through my mind as well. Most of the group were much older than I was. And so I kept thinking to myself, Oh please, God, don't let anybody have a heart attack because we're probably going to come out of this thing. And if they have a heart attack and die, that would really be awful.

The other thing I can remember doing — this is about three hours we're going through this turmoil now. 

Closing my eyes, I just imagined I was on a roller coaster because it was really terrible. My stomach was up here most of the time (gesturing to his chest), and not only were we emotionally upset, and rather hyper, but the adrenaline was flowing like crazy in that plane. And most people were... you could tell... they were praying. Some were even praying out loud! 

But, surprisingly, in general, they were all very calm. No one got hysterical. I would look around, and I would see that these guys weren't doing all that much checking up on people. I could see that most of the passengers were just sitting quietly with their eyes closed. 

The hijackers made three critical errors, fortunately:

One: they didn't assign someone to watch the ground or they would have known that we were simply circling the airfield.

Michael: How close were you to Shanghai at this point?

Ron: It turns out we were actually no more than a few miles from the Shanghai Airport all this time. The hijackers did not know that; I didn't know that; some of our people did, but I didn't know that. 

Two: They put the bomb in the john. Had they put it in the aisle, out by me for instance, the impact would have gone the length of the plane and killed us or ripped the plane in two. But by putting it in the john, the impact went sidewise, and it blew a hole in the plane and only knocked out the john walls.

Michael: Wait for a second, when did that happen? Are you leading up to that?

Ron: I'm leading up to that. 

Three: They allowed two of the stewards to go to the back of the plane. You’ll see in a minute the significance of that. 

Suffice it to say, there were five crew members: the pilot, the co - pilot, the navigator, and two stewards. Five men in all on the crew. And there were the five hijackers. 

Now, whether the hijackers wanted to deplete the other males in the front of the plane, or whether they really were being humane and allowing the one steward who was bleeding profusely some leeway... They allowed the two stewards to come to the back of the plane. 

And that was a major tactical error because what the stewards did, is they organized the Chinese in the back of the plane to make an assault.

Michael: Could you back up for a second and tell me how one of the stewards got hurt?

Ron: Oh, he got stabbed. He tried to wrestle with the hijackers, and they stabbed him.

Michael: Okay, that was at the very beginning?

Ron: No, there were little struggles that were going on every once in a while.

Michael: Okay, so one of them did get stabbed? 

Ron: Oh yeah. And the co - pilot got stabbed very badly later on.

Anyway, the two stewards came to the back of the plane. And unbeknownst to me, they organized themselves, and they led off with two mops. The two stewards were the first. 

One, having a turban around his head, really looked like an old Chinese warrior, now coming down the aisle. They each had a mop handle, which was about three feet long. And they were huge — trunks of trees, actually. Maybe three or four inches in diameter. 

And when they came, I heard the noise, and I looked and I saw them coming down the aisle from the back. 

So I started yelling, “No!" 

And Dr. Gunther and I and Ed Lawson, we actually grabbed one of the mops and stopped them and said, “THERE’S A BOMB!” 

We did not know whether they knew that there was a bomb up there.

Michael: Did you communicate that effectively?

Ron: I think we did because they communicated to us that bomb or no bomb, we're out of fuel and we're gonna crash, anyway! 

And, at that very moment, I looked out the window, and I saw that the two propellers on the left - hand side of the plane had, in fact, STOPPED!

I thought, Oh, my God!

So I shouted, “Look, we're going to go, anyway. GO!”

And it was at that very instant when they charged forward that the bomb detonated! 

Just before they got to the john, it blew out the wall. Fortunately, they were not killed. They crawled through the rubble, and they subdued the five hijackers in a matter of seconds.

Michael: How many were there coming down from the back? 

Ron: The aisle was full, I couldn't tell you. It was a continuous mass of people. I couldn't even get into the aisle to help, because it was just a continuous mass. 

They had gotten themselves all primed and readied at the back of the airplane. And now, at the moment of the explosion, there's a whole lot of stuff going on. And now, even as I'm straining to look, I can't really see very much. 

I assume that the pilot and co - pilot turned around and freed themselves from the guys with the knives because the plane never did go out of control. And next, we went into a nosedive. The charge, explosion, and then into a nosedive. 

I looked out the window, and I saw the ground coming up very, very fast, and we were at a very strange angle. 

Michael: How high up would you say you were at that point?

Ron: I didn’t know. Let me guess... maybe we were at 3,000 feet, about half a mile up — I really have no idea. I really didn’t know. 

So I yell to all the Americans to take the crash position and get down. I shouted, “This is it!” 

And I guess all of us at that moment were prepared to die because I thought that was it. And I remember just after touching down heading toward the back of the plane, and all this transpired was there in less than a minute. 

And suddenly I could feel the nose of the plane coming up. 

Michael: And just before that, what was going through your mind at that point? 

Ron: Oh, just, It’s a hell of a way to die! 

Michael: Did you go, Why me? 

Ron: No. No why me?

It’s just that I never thought it would end this way. Just, never. 

No fear, however. None. It was just a strange feeling. And somewhere deep in the back of my mind, something kept saying to me, You're really going to get out of this!

It was very strange. I was very ambivalent about the whole thing. 

But I felt the nose coming up after all. And I looked out the window, and you know, it was just a miracle! 

There was the landing strip in front of us. And we hit at a very strange angle... it was the fastest landing I've ever made. 

And as we hit the ground, the tires all blew, and we could feel the landing gear scraping and gritting. But we did land safely. 

And at that moment, we just all sat there and didn't do or say anything. In fact, a quiet came over the plane that you wouldn't believe. And the pilot and co - pilot finally stood up and appeared, and they started coming toward us. 

I remember I started applauding.

Michael: They weren't holding the pilot and co - pilot at this point?

Ron: Oh, no. At this point the hijackers had all been bludgeoned; they were all unconscious. And we'd all taken off our seat belts. 

I forgot to tell you that because they needed to be tied. The hijackers were bludgeoned. That's the only word I can say. 

Michael: What did you think about their condition at that point? 

Ron: Well, I didn't think anything about their condition at that point; frankly, I did not care.

But the captain and co - pilot came out, and we all got up and shook hands as they walked by us toward the rear of the plane. The co - pilot was really bleeding. He had been stabbed badly, obviously, he had been stabbed several times in the face. 

We had only been on the ground a matter of seconds when I turned and saw their (China) SWOT, which was obviously a special military unit boarding that plane. 

And they rushed through and up to the front of the plane. They wouldn't allow any of us to go up there. 

And after only a few minutes they dragged, one by one, the five hijackers through the plane by the feet onto the tarmac below.

Two of them were... in my book... dead. They were gray. They were no longer bleeding. The blood was all dried and clotted, and as they went by, the Chinese spat on them.

Two of them I know were still alive because from one of them I heard moan, and from the other one, I could see his chest heaving. The third one I have no opinion about. 

The Chinese government officially said all five of them were alive. This morning on the news, the Chinese government said they shot all five of them.

Michael: They tried them? 

Ron: Well, I suppose it must have been a very quick trial, indeed! They said the penalty automatically is death for hijacking.

The Aftermath

On Sunday the crew was also awarded special awards, which we had asked the Chinese Government to do. 

Michael: Would they have done that, you think if you hadn’t suggested that?

Ron: I don't know. But we did request it because, in our book, they acted heroically, and we wouldn't be here today had they not kept their cool and done everything that they did.

Michael: What kind of treatment did you have after that? What happened then? 

Ron: Right after that point — right after the bodies were dragged out — again, I yelled to the other eighteen people in our group, and I said, “We're not out of this yet.”

Further, I said, “Be prepared for about a two - to three - hour debriefing!” 

Which I thought would be the normal thing to do in any country. And particularly in a communist country.

But then they allowed us Americans to go off first. 

And, in fact, two soldiers came to help each one of us off and took them to the side because most of our legs were just rubber. We weren't walking very well. So they got us off the plane and onto a bus and took us to a private gathering area. 

My carry - on bag and a box were in the back of the plane, so I didn't get right off at that point with the rest of the Americans. 

And by the time the rest of the Chinese had gotten off — and I had gone to the back of the plane to get my stuff, the crew had already washed up and gotten off the plane. And now they all were assembled in front of the plane.

When I got up there, the crew was all there, and I shook their hands. When I got to the Captain, I put my bags down and gave him a big hug. And his smile turned to tears. And I left.

We got into an assembly area, and all the rest of us Americans were already there. They gave us wet cloths and stuff to clean up with. And they gave us something cold to drink. The manager of the airport came down and apologized profusely to us for the incident and announced, “Your bus is waiting.”

We were told that we were going to have a special luncheon because we had missed our train to Wushi, and we'd have to take a later train. So we got on the bus, and we'd be driving for a couple of minutes. Everybody’s still talking about what had happened and how lucky we were. 

And I turned around, and I said, “It's Sunday morning, and I think it’s appropriate that we sing the Doxology,” which is “Praise God from whom all blessings flow, praise Him all creatures here below,” which they all did, and then immediately everybody broke down and cried. 

We all had an emotional release by then, which we needed because we'd all been penting it up in ourselves. And we were all still going on adrenaline.

Michael: So all the Americans gathered together in one group?

Ron: Yeah, the 19 of us are now on a bus all by ourselves. 

Michael: And what about the bus driver? 

Ron: We had a bus driver and a national guide as well. In fact, the national guide was so impressed that he wanted to have the words to that song, the Doxology.

They took us all to downtown Shanghai, to one of the most famous restaurants in the city. They took us up to the top floor, which was a private banquet hall, and we had a meal that was simply fantastic.

End of story.

Michael: In retrospect, how do you feel about the whole thing?

I certainly never would want to go through something like that again. I really consider it a miracle I'm here today. If the bomb didn't get us, if the hijackers didn't get us, the crash certainly could have gotten us. 

Ron: You know, it's unbelievable. And I think it helped me put a lot of things in perspective that maybe I'd gotten a little bit out of perspective. I think I'm less materialistic today than I was a month ago. 

Michael: How was your treatment by the Chinese?

Ron: I loved it. The people were all very friendly.

Michael: Why don't you repeat the doxology so I can include it in your story? I'd love you to repeat that.

Ron: Okay.

“Praise God from whom all blessings flow, Praise Him all creatures here below, Praise Him above Ye heavenly hosts. Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.” 

Very simple.

From the Internet:

Five men tried to hijack an airliner over China and defect to Taiwan. Justice was swift: the ones surviving the hijacking attempt were executed in Shanghai.

The hijackers were overpowered by passengers and crew in a midair struggle over Shanghai. The plane, a Soviet - built Ilyushin - 18 turboprop of the Chinese airline C.A.A.C., was coming in for a landing on a flight from Xian. 

Five men, armed with knives and explosives, ordered the pilot to take them to Taiwan, according to passengers. Witnesses said there was an explosion that blew a gaping hole in the side of the plane from within one of the forward restrooms.
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An Airport Terror Attack in Rome

***
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As told to me by Janis Rebold. I just turned 18. I had spent most of my childhood growing up in Saudi Arabia since about 1957. My dad worked for the Arabian American Oil Company (Aramco). And at that time, there were quite a few American ex - pats living and working over there. It was around the Christmas holiday time in 1973. So I returned back to the States for a holiday visit.

Aramco used to charter jets to transport all the American kids, families, and workers back and forth between some U.S. cities and Saudi Arabia, those who had been in school or working or just going home for the holidays, and so on. I mean, you could just get a free ride! So yeah, why not? And what amazed me were the occasional sleeper planes with beds that even came down, and so on. Everything was quite nice, and you were treated very well.

On this auspicious occasion, I had already been home in America and was now on my return legs just traveling around. It was time to return to Saudi Arabia. I don't even remember all that I was doing, But suffice to say, I was able to get on one of the return charter flights, and on the way back we stopped in New York, picked up more people, and then continued on to Germany, Switzerland, and finally to Rome where I had a layover.

Rome Airport — the Arrival

The plan was to meet two of my best girlfriends in Rome to do the typical girly things together: shopping, sightseeing at the great archaeological sites and eating some incredibly great food. In retrospect, considering what happened to me, it all seems so shallow to me now. But that was what our lives were like in those days.

If you didn’t mind dealing with the logistics of the charter flights and the minor hassles of travel, you could really get around on the Aramco charters and see the sights and have really great times. Of course, the lure of travel in this way is not without its minor hassles along with the great perks. And we were no exceptions. For instance, if you got to go to Italy in those days you’d expect to get pinched!

I guess I’d get pretty angry with Italy because of the pinching! That happens a lot there. It really does. But Italy’s one of the few countries where I don't get mortally offended. Pinching the girls, especially the foreign ones, is apparently a way of life for them over there. I mean, you're not bruised from pinching, but it's just their way. And they don't pinch hard or anything; it's an Italian thing, I guess.

And an American girl’s life in Saudi Arabia! You can be stopped and arrested on the spot by the Islamic Religious Police, the “Mutawa,” for any of a variety of seemingly silly reasons. For instance, somebody’s hair might be too long, or a woman's skirt could be a little too short, or somebody might have shoplifted something minor, and so on. 

The Mutawa would walk around with these long poles or sticks, and suddenly out of the blue, it's like tap tap tap on your shoulder, “Your hair's too long!” Or some such other. And the next thing, you know, they’d get somebody and they’d cut off all your hair!

You know, as I grew up, I respected the Saudi customs, and such was the normal life for me growing up — that is, until the horrid events that occurred at the Rome Airport on that fateful day, December 17, 1973.

Rome Airport — the Departure

We were to board Pan Am Flight 110 from Rome. Although technically flown by Pan Am, we arranged that we were specifically flying as passengers on an officially partially chartered flight under the authority of Aramco, a Saudi Arabia company. So, technically, it was a Saudi Arabian flight, although on an American airplane

We were among the first people to board the plane. We already had our pre - assigned seating, so we wanted to get in and stow our packages early in the overhead bins and just get settled in. I was in the middle of our row. One of my girlfriends I'd grown up with sat on one side of me, and her sister was on the other side.

The contingent of Aramco American passengers consisted basically of people I knew because the American community in Saudi was still fairly small, and so everybody pretty much knew one another. So we were more or less talking about normal things like who was going home and who was coming in on this trip, etc., just the normal type of stuff. And by now the plane was filled up, and everybody was seated. We were all set to go.

In the Back of the Plane 

Then suddenly, for lack of a better word, there was a commotion going on in the back of the plane. We didn't pay all that much attention to it because we assumed some mad Italian or someone was back there causing trouble, you know. Maybe somebody’s luggage got left behind on the tarmac, or maybe someone’s arguing with the crew back there about his ticket, you know... something like that.

And the next thing I know, as I’m talking to my friend, I look up and I see this person all dressed in black with a black mask on and heavily armed rush right past us. I tell you it was one of the most surreal things I have ever seen. That’s about all I can say. I mean, the scene was now like an old Mexican Bandido movie, complete with grenades, big bullets, guns, and everything just at the ready.

And, of course, this really strikes home when you realize guns are not allowed on planes at all! I didn’t know if it was a he or a she, but whoever it was went running right past me toward the cockpit.

I grabbed my friend and said, “What the hell is going on?”

And then more of them came running down the aisle. Nobody had any clue about what was going on. They left some of their people in the back of the plane. And now passengers started getting up from their seats and going, “What’s going on?”

Then, these people in black started moving toward these passengers and clubbing them with the butts of their guns to shut them up as they turned their attention to their terrorist activities immediately.

They wanted the people to stay quiet and back off. It's funny how the reality of it all begins to suddenly dawn on you what's happening. I mean, especially the enormity of that event because it was just around the time when hijacking first began, and there had been maybe one or two big hijackings seen on international TV.

Author Michael: So, what was this moment of realization like for you?

Janis: I didn't really panic. The plane’s being hijacked! of course, went through my head, and then my main thought after that was to look for a place to hide. I mean, that was my first instinct — to hide — like to get under the seat or something, which, of course, is ridiculous; it’s simply something you just cannot do.

And then I saw that everybody was going nuts. Kids were crying. Women were crying. I remember, I became cold and clammy, and I felt like I was going to throw up. At the same time, my brain kept replaying the same routine, There must be someplace to hide. There must be, you know!

They sure didn't want people talking. It was terrible because still, women were crying and getting butted. And I was thinking, Quit your crying! Just shut up! Shut your kid up! They’re going to shoot your kid and you, too!

Suddenly, the next thing we knew, we heard a single gunshot. They had shot a crewmember and thrown the body out of the cockpit onto the tarmac below. We didn’t know who. We just heard a gunshot and the loud thud of the body hitting the tarmac.

Once again, people renewed their screaming and wailing again. And again, I screamed silently in my mind, PLEASE Shut up because they don't want you screaming and wailing. It's only going to aggravate them even more.

Michael: You're quite the rational one, huh?

Janis: I try to be; I wanted to live. And worse, we, of course, had no air conditioning. It was hot and stifling. And everything was shut down, with no air coming in at all, apparently.

Terrorist Demands Not Met

Basically, the plane had NOT yet been refueled. The terrorists were demanding that the plane be refueled, but the Italians were resisting all of their demands. And that's why, of course, they were periodically shooting the crew. The Italians’ policy was to refuse the terrorists. They refused to fuel planes. We didn't know that until afterward. We just figured that negotiations were going on.

Michael: Did you stop to wonder, Why me?

Janis: No. I never thought that. About the sorts of bad things that I’ve had happen to me — and I’ve had my share! — I’ve never thought that. I just accepted, This is what’s happening. I should just deal with it. Let's just deal with it. I guess my mind turns more to how to get out of these situations and survive... Just accept it and get on with it, rather than, Why me? It’s probably my Buddhist upbringing. (Laughs.)

The Time Frame

I know it was lengthy... maybe even hours they were in negotiations. I just lost all sense of time. Again, we heard a gunshot. They apparently shot another crew member and threw him out on the tarmac.
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