
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for Collision on Tenerife

			“This book tells the story of what my parents went through as they miraculously survived the Pan Am crash. Yet, only those close to my mother would know the impact this crash had on everything she did for the remainder of her life.”

			—LINDA HOPKINS, one of Caroline and Warren Hopkins’ daughters

			“Collision on Tenerife is compelling and engaging, taking the reader from how it happened to why it happened, and revealing the series of individually inconsequential decisions that perfectly aligned and resulted in disaster. A must read.”

			—MARK MARTIN, captain, American Airlines (retired)

			“As one of 75 initial survivors of the Canary Islands aircraft accident on March 27, 1977, and a contributor to this book, I am interested to read what some of the other survivors have to say about their experience. How could two 747s collide on the ground? They did, and this is our story. Jon Ziomek has compiled a great list of survivor memories.”

			—DAVID ALEXANDER, Tenerife survivor and author of Never Wait For The Fire Truck

			“Here we have – finally – a harrowing account, impressively researched and thoroughly reported, of the world’s worst air disaster. Ziomek offers deep insight into not only the behavioral errors that led up to the disaster but also the psychological aspects of catastrophe and its aftereffects. A story that lingers in the mind long after the reading.”

			—GILLIAN FLYNN, author of the #1 New York Times bestseller Gone Girl and Sharp Objects, soon to be an HBO series

			“I can’t remember using all of these adjectives to describe a book: dramatic, poignant AND informative. But those are the adjectives I use to describe Collision on Tenerife. I left this book enlightened about many things human and factual. It’s a great read.”

			—AL BERNSTEIN, Showtime sports broadcaster and author of 30 Years, 30 Undeniable Truths

			“Jon Ziomek has written a riveting, deeply moving account of the worst aviation disaster in world history. This narrative reads like a novel – but the lessons it imparts could save your life. Everyone who flies regularly for business or pleasure should read this important book.”

			—KEVIN PERAINO, journalist and author of A Force So Swift: Mao, Truman, and the Birth of Modern China, 1949 and Lincoln In The World

			“Ziomek’s nail-biting narrative of the horrific crash and aftermath of two jumbo jets – still the worst air crash in history – is impossible to put down. The detailed account of each step leading to the disaster is both frightening and a cautionary tale on how a few missed signals and miscommunications can put a plane on a trajectory to doom. More important, it outlines what has been done to prevent similar crashes in the future – and what still remains to be done.”

			—ELLEN SHEARER, professor, Medill School of Journalism at Northwestern University; co-editor, Truth Counts: A Practical Guide for News Consumers; editor and author of three other books

			“A work of exhaustive reporting and riveting storytelling, Ziomek’s Collision on Tenerife recounts the string of bizarre events that resulted in one of the world’s most horrific transportation disasters, and how the deaths of more than 500 people on a remote island airstrip changed the way airlines think about safety in the air and on the ground. Read it – and make sure you know where the exit rows are.”

			—CRAIG LAMAY, Northwestern University professor and author of Exporting Press Freedom, Inside the Presidential Debates (with Newton Minow), and five other books

			“Ziomek paints a vivid, moment-by-moment portrait of a tragedy that both occurred 40 years ago and went unrecorded by any video camera. The level of detail is staggering – the emotions raw and real. As the tragedy unfolds before your eyes and the mistakes that could have prevented it are unveiled, I could not put Collision on Tenerife down.”

			—RICH O’MALLEY, author of the upcoming One Lucky Fan and former executive editor of the New York Daily News

			“It has taken four decades, but we finally have a definitive, remarkably comprehensive account of what remains the worst disaster in aviation history. Journalist Jon Ziomek tells the gripping story of the perfect storm of weather and human error that took 583 lives at Tenerife airport on a foggy evening in March, 1977. Not since Piers Paul Read’s Alive have we had such a meticulous account of a plane crash and all the lives it took, and touched – yet without sentimentalization. Collision on Tenerife is many things: a detailed post-mortem of what, exactly, went wrong; an agonizing narrative of how hundreds of people managed to survive the terrible ordeal; and a striking lesson in what to do, and not do, in the event of a disaster. A few of the takeaways: Get out of your seat. Help those around you. And no, the flight attendant isn’t coming.”

			—LAURA KWEREL, journalist and public radio producer

			“In a Twitter world, analysis is a fortune cookie hissy fit. To understand how and why things really happen means doing the hard journalistic work that reveals the concentric circles of connectedness before, during and after catastrophes. Collision on Tenerife is it.”

			—JACK HAFFERKAMP, Chicago journalist and author of Sepsis and Into The Gap

			“Author Jon Ziomek’s book about the worst aviation catastrophe in history is far more than just a chronology of what happened. It is a riveting account of the fatal collision of the KLM Royal Dutch Airlines 747 and the Pan American World Airways 747 that reads like a made-for-TV fictional movie script. Forty years after the fiery tragedy that claimed almost 600 lives in the Canary Islands, Ziomek’s Collision on Tenerife brings readers into the last fateful moments of the victims and the survivors on that fog-shrouded runway. Even though we know the outcome, Ziomek’s meticulous research and first-class writing tell a mesmerizing story. Survivors reveal the panic of passengers just moments before they are engulfed in a fiery inferno and the psychological pain that can outlast their physical injuries. Rich in detail, the book discloses conversations between flight crews and control tower, of major and minor mistakes and coincidences, of heroic efforts to save everyone. And it explains what has changed to improve aviation safety. Ziomek has crafted an astounding narrative of historical fact blended with the adrenaline rush of the best fiction. He joins the noted authors who bring history to life in a special art form: narrative non-fiction. We can hope this is not his last offering.”

			—CHARLES LOEBBAKA, author of five books, including Paris Orphan: Escape From Evil
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INTRODUCTION

			Shortly after 5 p.m. on Sunday, March 27, 1977, a KLM Royal Dutch Airlines 747 jet moving at 150 miles an hour smashed into a Pan American World Airways 747 jet taxiing on a foggy runway in the Canary Islands.

			The KLM plane had 248 people on board; the Pan Am plane had 394.1 The KLM jet, which was only seconds from full takeoff, crashed back onto the runway after the impact and burst into flames. Everyone on board was killed. The Pan Am plane, struck at an angle by the KLM jet, also caught fire but did have survivors. More than 100 Pan Am passengers were alive and conscious after the impact, according to survivor estimates. Yet only about 70 were able to make their way out of the Pan Am plane before it, too, was consumed by flames and eventually disintegrated. Ten of the Pan Am passengers who were able to evacuate later died of their injuries.

			The collision and fires killed 583 people. This included all 248 people on the KLM plane and 335 of those on the Pan Am plane. At the time, it was – and more than 40 years later, it remains – the worst disaster in the history of aviation.

			And it would not have happened if there hadn’t been a sickening series of coincidences and mistakes in the hours and minutes and seconds before the collision. Changing any of them could have prevented the disaster.

			This book is an examination of those coincidences and mistakes. It introduces some of the passengers on the Pan American plane. It presents the chronology of events that led up to the moment of collision, the aftermath of the accident, and efforts in the decades following to prevent those coincidences from happening again.

			A married couple from Northbrook, Illinois, Caroline and Warren Hopkins, started the process that led to the research and writing of this book. Both were passengers on the Pan Am plane. They survived their jet’s collision with the KLM jet and were able – with bravery and with difficulty – to escape. They then went through their own personal hell in the following days, months, and years, coping with the long-term effects of their experience.

			I met Caroline and Warren Hopkins long after the accident. At the time, I was a journalist and teacher living in Chicago. After extended discussions, all agreed that a book could be written about the Hopkinses’ experiences. Caroline started the project by providing her personal diary. After the project was underway, we decided to include the experiences of other Pan Am passengers and to discuss aviation safety. Over the next several years, more than one dozen other Pan Am passengers were interviewed.

			Although the chronology of the crash remains compelling, the intention was to increase the book’s usefulness by discussing modern themes of crisis behavior and aviation safety, including the difficulties of responding quickly in an emergency, and also to discuss the psychological pain that in many cases can long outlast physical injuries. Aviation and behavioral experts contributed to this discussion.

			At the time, only a few studies about the human factors in tragedies had been carried out. One of the most important was by a section of the Federal Aviation Administration known in its early days as the Office of Aerospace Medicine. A 1970 research project by C. C. Snow, J. J. Carroll, and M. A. Allgood, “Survival in emergency escape from passenger aircraft,” reached this conclusion:

			“Within a few seconds, a passenger must make a perilous journey from seat to sanctuary through fire, smoke and a maze of physical and human barriers…[survival] depends largely upon the number and location of exits, which of these are blocked by flame or impact damage, the human help he receives along the way and the intensity of the fire and smoke within the cabin. But in addition to these extrinsic factors, his chance of survival is also influenced by physical and mental attributes of his own that may enable, or prevent, his effective exploitation of the short time he has remaining.”
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			Caroline and Warren Hopkins, in a photograph taken a few years bef

			ore their fateful trip. 

			 

			The Tenerife crash offered dramatic examples of the challenges discussed in that Snow-Carroll-Allgood report. It helped generate enormous interest in the topic. In the decades since the Tenerife crash, much professional work has been done in this area.

			Behavioral experts such as psychologist Daniel Johnson and Dr. John Duffy and others broke important new ground with their work as they examined who can best respond in a severe emergency, as well as their studies about the long-term effects of being in a terrible accident. They and others, included in this book, were pioneers in this field and deserve much credit for the attention they’ve brought to this field.

			Which brings us back to Warren and Caroline Hopkins, who were among the first to evacuate the Pan Am plane, thanks mainly to Warren’s cool-headedness.

			This book would not be possible without the wonderful cooperation of the Hopkins family. The death of Caroline Hopkins a few years after this effort got underway was a severe impediment to the project’s momentum. In the intervening years, most of the survivors have also passed away. (Nevertheless, pseudonyms have often been used in place of some passengers’ real names because of the circumstances of their deaths in this crash. Real names were used for the survivors who I interviewed later, or for those victims who received extensive media coverage.)

			But a renewed vigor by the Hopkins family and me to reach closure has resulted in the completion of this book, which may help bring some sense of completion to the victims’ families.

			It’s commonly assumed that everyone in a jet crash will be killed, but that’s not true. U.S. government statistics2 show that far more than half of all the passengers in plane crashes of the last several decades have survived. Who can best respond in such a crisis? There are obvious categories of passengers, such as soldiers, private pilots and crew members, who’ve been trained to respond in difficult situations.

			But this book will also make the emphatic point that those Pan Am passengers who had taken a minute or two after they boarded in order to understand the safety instructions given in the cabin had a significantly better chance of survival than those who paid no attention. This simple act – paying attention to the flight attendants and learning what to do if something bad happens – is an important tool for survival, as discussed in this book by several aviation safety officials. It’s just as true today as it was in 1977.

			The FAA’s Civil Aerospace Medical Institute (the department’s current name), has studied, and continues to study, crash survivability, including passenger evacuation patterns, crew training, and air traffic controller language.

			The efforts to understand this complex, important area began in earnest not long after the Canary Islands crash. As a CAMI official said in 2015: 

			 

			Survivors of the Tenerife accident have provided aviation cabin safety researchers with a wonderful insight into how people behave in airplane emergencies. The passenger successes and failures from this one event remain relevant and are illustrative of the potential benefits of continuing the efforts to improve passenger safety awareness in the face of marked public apathy.

			 

			That was Cynthia L. McLean, a CAMI senior human factors research specialist in the FAA’s Protection and Survival Research Laboratory in Oklahoma City. She made these observations in an email to the author.

			The field of passenger safety has received increased attention from the industry and from federal agencies ever since the Canary Islands crash. But now, more than 40 years after one of the most horrible disasters imaginable, complacency may be setting in. Many airline passengers continue to ignore airline safety procedures, either out of indifference or sublimated fear. A 2007 presentation by FAA human factors specialists Cynthia McLean and G. A. “Mac” McLean was titled “Passenger Safety Awareness Reprise 2007: Still Ignorant After All These Years.” Much can be read into that title.

			But it’s not all on the passengers. A 2005 Time magazine article on emergency behavior said this about G. A. McLean: “He is convinced that if passengers had a mental plan for getting out of a plane, they would move much more quickly in a crisis. But, like others who study disaster behavior, he is perpetually frustrated that not more is done to encourage self-reliance. ‘The airlines and the flight attendants underestimate the fact that passengers can be good survivors, [McLean said.] They think passengers are goats.’” More detailed safety briefings could save lives, McLean believes, but airline representatives have repeatedly told him they don’t want to scare passengers.3

			As for the long-term effects of being a survivor, decades of work with victims has shown the value of helping survivors work through their sadness. This field received almost no attention in the late 1970s. The now-commonly used phrase “post-traumatic stress” was a rarely used part of our vocabulary then, and usually referred only to men with lingering psychological pain because of wartime combat service. (“Combat fatigue” was a common term for that condition, too.)

			In the last few years, this term and this concept been applied to civilians who’ve experienced a major trauma such as a flood, tornado, earthquake, fire, air crash, or other disaster – perhaps most notably including the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks, 2005’s Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, and the 2017 hurricanes in Texas and Puerto Rico.

			 

			Jon Ziomek

			 

			 

			
				
					1 Different seat configurations account for the different totals.

				

				
					2 The National Transportation Safety Board is the source for these and other related statistics used in this book.

				

				
					3 Amanda Ripley, “How to Get Out Alive,” Time, April 25, 2005.

				

			

		


		
			[image: CoverPhoto-grain-vignette.jpg]
CHAPTER 1

			It was cold and rainy on the night of Saturday, March 26, 1977, as a Yellow Cab pulled in front of the Pan American World Airways terminal at JFK International Airport in Flushing, Long Island, New York. A well-dressed man and woman climbed out of the taxi’s rear seat and the driver unloaded their luggage onto the sidewalk.

			It was just after midnight, when even one of the world’s busiest airports slows down. The whining and rumbling of big jets diminishes considerably on the late-night shift, much to the relief of nearby residents. There had been efforts in the 1970s to have JFK shut down completely between midnight and 8 a.m. in order to allow locals to get some uninterrupted sleep, but those efforts had been unsuccessful. Planes bound for overseas destinations and cargo flights coming in from various points around the United States often use the late-night hours for their arrivals and departures.

			Still, it was quieter than daytime, at least. Barely 100 flights used the entire overnight shift in early 1977, a stark comparison to the 85 arrivals and departures every hour during the peak afternoon rush period.

			One of the few commercial jets that would be leaving JFK on the night of March 27 in that midnight-to-dawn period was Pan American World Airways 1736, a 747 jumbo jet chartered by San Francisco-based Royal Cruise Lines. With the flight’s New York departure, every seat on the jet would be occupied – even the seats at a permanent card table in the first-class section and the seats in the second-level lounge in back of the cockpit.
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			Pan Am 1736 and KLM 4805 were charter flights scheduled to fly their passengers to Las Palmas on Grand Canary Island in the Canary Islands chain near Africa.

			 

			The travelers were on their way to the Canary Islands, off the northwest coast of Africa, and a port called Las Palmas. A cruise ship called the Golden Odyssey was already docked and waiting to take everyone on a 12-day cruise through the Mediterranean, with exotic ports of call including Funchal, Casablanca, Messina, and Athens. “Mediterranean Highlights,” the cruise was called.

			The cruise had been sold mainly to travelers from California, especially Southern California, including Los Angeles, San Diego, and several nearby communities. But there were also other states and one other country represented among the passengers: Texas, Arizona, Oregon, Washington, Hawaii, Minnesota, and British Columbia, Canada.

			And there was one couple from Illinois.

			“Let’s see if we can find a skycap,” Warren Hopkins said to his wife, Caroline, as they entered the Pan Am terminal. Loaded down with two large garment bags, two overseas bags, and two designer carry-on bags – one set for each of them – they looked around as their cab pulled away into the chilly March evening.

			The terminal was almost deserted. Carrying their bags two at a time, the Hopkinses managed to get their luggage inside the door. Then Mrs. Hopkins stood guard over the bags while her husband searched for a porter or a cart. While she waited, Caroline stood patiently. Blonde and trim at age 48, she was dressed well, in high heels, a tan suede matching skirt and top, and a multi-colored silk blouse. Despite her calm exterior, she was excitedly looking forward to the upcoming trip. Although experienced travelers, she and her husband had never been to the Mediterranean. Caroline hoped the weather would be good.

			Her rising excitement was understandable. They’d flown to New York from their home near Chicago two days earlier so that her husband could make some business contacts for his meat brokerage before they left on vacation. He’d been quite busy both days while she spent leisurely hours wandering through midtown Manhattan, looking in the fancy shop windows. They’d marked their last evening in New York City by splurging on a fancy dinner at the 21 Club restaurant. Both had been amused by the toy trucks that hung from the restaurant’s ceiling. Warren, an easy conversationalist, had an extended chat with the men’s room attendant, who was especially pleasant, offering good wishes and a life full of faith to Warren. The attendant’s kind words would take on a special meaning for Warren barely one day later – and stay with him for years.

			It would be a long evening – their flight wasn’t scheduled to leave until 1:45 a.m. – so the Hopkinses had lingered over dinner. Mistakenly, they hadn’t gotten any Broadway show tickets. So they strolled back to their hotel for some last-minute packing and a leisurely scan of the early Sunday edition of the New York Times, purchased on the street a few hours earlier.

			They had dawdled as much as possible. After several efforts, Warren and Caroline had managed to reach both their daughters on the telephone: Linda, 19, a student at the University of Oregon now on spring break in Florida with Mrs. Hopkins’ parents; and Diana, 20, at Southern Methodist University in Dallas, who was spending her Saturday evening studying for an upcoming final exam.

			While they were exchanging goodbyes, Caroline suddenly, on impulse, gave each young woman her travelers’ cheque numbers and the location of some jewelry at home. “Why are you telling me this?” one of the daughters asked. “Just a precaution,” Caroline answered, but in fact she wasn’t sure herself. She hadn’t done that on past trips when they were away from their daughters.

			She’d had a curiously strong urge to do some other important paperwork, too. Back in their Chicago suburb, Caroline had seen their attorney at a recent neighborhood bridge game. They’d gotten to talking about wills, and Caroline became obsessed with the desire to complete her will before she and Warren left on this trip. She’d worked hastily on the papers and barely finished them in time, mailing them from Chicago’s O’Hare Airport when they had left for New York.

			Again, she wasn’t sure of the reason for her urgency. She was, after all, planning on coming back, she thought to herself.

			The strolling, newspaper reading and telephone calls had been successful in passing the time for the Hopkinses. They arrived at JFK at 12:30 a.m. Allowing for a few minutes of check-in time in this pre-security era of the 1970s, that made them just a bit early for the plane’s scheduled departure.

			Warren Hopkins returned with a luggage cart commandeered from among several he’d found parked nearby. He loaded the couple’s baggage, and they moved to the Pan Am ticket counter near the front door, but it was deserted. They headed for the loading gate after checking the announcements board for arrivals and departures. Hopkins wheeled the cart in front of him, his wife’s heels clicking on the airport tiles as they walked.

			Hopkins, 50, was dressed in a three-piece navy blue pinstripe suit and Borsalino hat, with a tie and cuff links. He walked with a smooth, athletic gait. As was customary in the 1970s, both he and Caroline were dressed well for travel. They looked good, and they would be sitting in the first-class section when the plane arrived – which, they found out when they got to the gate, would not be for quite a while yet. The flight had originated at Los Angeles International Airport, known by its airport code of LAX, and had left an hour late.

			When the Hopkinses arrived at the gate, they found about two dozen people waiting for the plane, a number that grew by a few more by the time the plane arrived. Only 14 people would be getting on as passengers, though. Another 14 would be boarding as crew members because the cockpit crew and the flight attendants were changing here.

			After waiting in silence on a bench for a few minutes, Caroline Hopkins began strolling around the waiting area. She caught sight of a well-dressed woman of about 60 sitting by herself and holding a can of beer from a nearby refreshment stand.

			“Hello,” Mrs. Hopkins said. “Are you waiting for the flight also?”

			“Yes, and I’m hungry,” the woman laughed. She’d just flown from Minneapolis to make the connection, and there’d been no dinner served on the plane, she explained.

			The woman introduced herself as Clara Johns of St. Paul.

			Actually, Mrs. Johns went on, it was her son’s fault that she was hungry. He was supposed to pick her up early enough to have dinner with her before her flight, but he had been late, and they’d had to go straight to the airport.

			“You know how young people are,” Mrs. Johns said. “They’re always late.”

			“Honestly,” Mrs. Hopkins tsk-tsked sympathetically.4

			So here she was, Mrs. Johns said, sitting in an airport terminal at nearly one in the morning with an empty stomach, and all she could get at the refreshment counter was a beer – which she continued to sip as they talked.

			Mrs. Hopkins invited Mrs. Johns over to meet Warren Hopkins. Meanwhile, Warren had struck up his own conversation with a small, meticulously dressed man named Miguel Torrech. Torrech was a steward on the upcoming flight. From him, the Hopkinses and Mrs. Church found out that most passengers on the cruise were from California.

			They continued to chat. Mrs. Johns explained that her late husband had been a doctor. He’d left her with some retirement money, but she was on a fixed income and really didn’t think she should be going on this trip because it was expensive. But a friend from California had wanted company, so Mrs. Johns had agreed to go.

			As they chatted, a Pan Am counter attendant arrived to begin checking in the passengers and confirm seat assignments. She announced that the plane would arrive about 45 minutes late, which was greeted with a collective groan. Arrival had been scheduled for 12:30 a.m., with a 1:45 a.m. departure, but the plane would not pull up to the gate until close to 1:30 a.m., she said. She did, however, check everyone’s baggage and got the tickets in order.

			When the jet arrived at the gate, everyone lined up and waited until the jetway tunnel was opened.5 Warren Hopkins helped Mrs. Johns with her hand luggage. A few of the passengers from Los Angeles decided to stretch their legs by deplaning for a few minutes.

			Hopkins, a soft-spoken man who chose his words carefully, could not resist making an observation to his wife as they prepared to board. “My God, aren’t there any young people on board this cruise?” he asked dryly.

			Mrs. Hopkins reminded her husband that cruises are a popular form of travel for older people. But she had noticed it, too.

			Among the passengers was a contingent of residents from Leisure World, a retirement community near La Mesa, California, which restricted its residents to 52 years of age or older. Thirty of the community’s residents were coming along for the cruise, escorted by Jean Brown, herself 58 years old. She and her husband, Gordon, ran a travel agency in Leisure World called Good Time To Travel, through which the Leisure Worlders had booked their passages.

			The waiting New York passengers watched further as more passengers came through the jetway into the waiting area, wandering off toward bathrooms or vending machines, or standing around and smoking, which was permitted in that era of air travel. Mrs. Johns’s friend got off the plane, both of them waving and smiling at each other, then exchanging hugs. Mrs. Johns brought her friend over to the Hopkinses, eager to introduce them.

			Her friend, Ginger Grimes, was from Long Beach, she said. They chatted while others from the plane drifted over and joined in the conversation. Mrs. Grimes – who appeared to be in her late fifties, wearing a pink and white slacks and suit top – said she hadn’t really wanted to go on the trip, thereby refuting what Clara Johns had told them only minutes before. “To tell the truth,” Mrs. Grimes said, “I really wasn’t that interested in going myself. But I thought Clara needed a vacation, seeing the rough winter she’d had, and I thought I’d go along to keep her company.”6

			The Hopkinses were amused by the discrepancy, but as Midwesterners, they knew what Mrs. Grimes meant about the weather. It had indeed been a miserable winter, one of the worst in years. In fact, Warren Hopkins had wanted to go someplace warm like the Caribbean.

			“But we’ve been to the Caribbean, and this would be different,” Caroline had assured him, so he had agreed. Neither of them had ever been to most of the ports of call the ship would be visiting – thus there was an excitement at trying something new.

			But there had been a last-minute hesitation by Warren. Shortly before they left, a bill had come in the mail from American Express for the cost of the entire trip. Unsure about the trip to begin with, Hopkins had been dismayed.

			“Gee, we haven’t even gone on the trip yet,” he had commented to Caroline, waving the bill in the air, in a final effort to change her mind. He reminded his wife that the wind chill factor in Northbrook had reached 60 degrees below zero several times just two months previously. And the Chicago area had marked the 10th anniversary of a famous 1967 blizzard by having another blizzard – almost as severe. Expressways jammed up, Chicago’s elevated train tracks froze in several spots, and in general it was another miserable Midwest winter. So how warm would it be in the Mediterranean in March? Warm enough to forget about Chicago’s weather? He was skeptical.

			Warren had even called the American Express travel office to see if the space they’d reserved could be sold, but it was too close to the travel date, an agent told him. So he decided the hassle of changing their plans wasn’t worth it. It still didn’t seem right to pay the bill before they’d even gone on the trip, though. What if the ship had a fire or something? But he didn’t want, as he later put it, “anyone with their hand on our shoulders while we’re trying to walk up the gangplank,” so he paid the bill.

			“I’d rather be back in Pacific Palisades myself,” said an elderly gentleman, breaking into the Hopkinses’ airport conversation with their new friends. His name was Ed, the man said, as he shook everyone’s hand. Warren guessed his age at about 75, but Ed was acting as lively as a 20-year-old. “Got a beautiful garden in Palisades,” Ed said. “Spend a lot of time in it.

			“But you see that young lady over there?” he gestured behind him at a woman who was perhaps 70 years old. “This gal in the pink pajamas?” The remark brought a smile from everyone because the woman wasn’t really wearing pajamas but a pants suit.

			“That’s my girlfriend,” Ed said. “Her husband died, and my wife died. She wanted to go on this thing, not me. So that’s the reason we’re going. Me, I’d rather be back in my garden.”

			It was peculiar to find so many who didn’t seem to want to be on this trip. The plane had been completely booked, with every seat taken, yet a number of those people apparently would rather have been back home, or at least taking another route to the Canary Islands.

			Like Walter Moore, for example. A retired Navy admiral, now 70, he didn’t want to ride on a Boeing 747. He’d never liked big planes, he’d reminded his wife, Beth, back at their San Francisco home.

			“That’s the one thing that bothers me about this cruise,” he’d told her, as they considered taking the trip. “We have to go on a big jet to get to the ship.”7

			The idea of a cruise itself was pleasant to him, though – his Navy career had included plenty of sea duty. He’d served on a cruiser, the U.S.S. Juneau, during difficult combat near Guadalcanal in the early days of World War II, and like many old salts, never forgot the roll of the deck under his feet. His wife later recalled that he’d enjoyed his tour of duty on board the Juneau so much that when his tour was up, he ignored his orders to return to Washington. The Navy command almost had to chase him off the ship by sending his replacement out to the South Pacific and then having both men switch ships using a ship-to-ship transfer via a bosun’s chair.

			Shortly after his transfer, Moore received word that the Juneau had been attacked by the Japanese navy and sunk, with only 10 survivors out of the crew of about 700.8

			Moore left sea duty after a few years and held important desk jobs for the Navy. He was on the U.S. negotiating team at Panmunjum during the Korean War and later was assigned to Portugal as an official adviser to Portugal’s navy. He felt a deep affinity with the ocean.

			But flying was different. The 747s were too big. They made Moore uncomfortable, and he reminded his wife of that on several occasions when they were making plans for the cruise. He’d be fine once he got on board the Golden Odyssey, of course.

			When Moore boarded Pan Am 1736 in Los Angeles, he made one gesture of defiance to the plane, just so there would be no misunderstanding between him and that monstrous piece of machinery. Bending his tall frame to get in the door, he paused just inside the cabin. “I may have to fly on you,” he announced to the jet, “but I don’t have to like you.” And that was that.

			When the plane stopped in New York to pick up the remaining passengers, Moore was one of those who got off the plane for a leg stretch. A tall, distinguished man wearing a bright red sweater, he was noticeable in the crowd and was easily picked out by the Hopkinses and others as they watched the plane’s passengers debarking.

			There were others on the cruise list who had decided they didn’t want to fly overseas and back on a specific date, as dictated by this particular cruise and flight package. Several couples had decided to fly to the Canary Islands several days before the cruise departure, thus giving themselves the luxury of a freer schedule to look around the Canary Islands beforehand.

			A total of 75 passengers chose a means of getting to Las Palmas other than flying on Pan Am 1736, according to later media reports. Some, such as Fred and Ingrid McCay of San Marco, California, did so by choice. Others, like Dr. and Mrs. Richard Stoughten of Rancho Santa Fe, California, were unable to get onto the charter flight because it was full by the time they signed up for the cruise. They were put on a waiting list by Royal Cruise Lines, but as the departure date grew near and no seats opened up, they had no choice but to fly by scheduled commercial airliner to Madrid and then to Las Palmas.

			Marjorie Hanson of San Diego had also been put on the charter flight’s waiting list. A manager of a travel agency in Escondido, she hadn’t put her own name in soon enough to have a seat held for her on the plane. But a number of her customers had. In fact, 21 area residents had made their reservations for the cruise through her agency.

			The result of these improvised arrangements was that 75 people who’d made their own way to the Canary Islands were on board the Golden Odyssey by Sunday afternoon, March 27, and were waiting for the arrival of Pan Am 1736 so the cruise could get going.

			They’d been willing to make that extra effort to get to the ship because this particular cruise was a popular one, with the promise of an exotic 12 days. The plane was scheduled to arrive at Las Palmas at 1:15 p.m. Sunday afternoon, in plenty of time for a bus tour of Grand Canary Island before boarding the Golden Odyssey, “the newest and most luxurious cruise ship to sail the Mediterranean Sea,” the brochure trumpeted. “The Golden Odyssey is so much more than just a beautiful ship; she is a gracious lady whose officers and crew know the true meaning of service.”

			After pulling away from Las Palmas at 5 p.m., the partying would start immediately with a Captain’s Welcome. The ports of call for the cruise were, first, Funchal in the Madeira Islands, then Casablanca, Tangier, Gibraltar, the islands of Palma de Mallorca and Malta, Heraklion on the island of Crete, the island of Santorini and then Athens. Those flying on the chartered Pan Am flight would return from Athens, leaving at 8:30 p.m. local time on April 8, arriving at JFK International at 3:30 a.m. the next morning, and then departing an hour later to get into Los Angeles at 7 a.m. local time April 9.

			Of course, it all sounded marvelous. Yet there were those who had made arrangements to take the cruise but had to cancel for various reasons.9 Edwin Mayall, his wife, Angeli, and their 15-year-old daughter, Patricia, all of Stockton, California, had signed up. After talking with Mrs. Mayall’s aunt and uncle, the relatives had decided to go along, too. Emily and Cliff Morris of Burbank, Mrs. Mayall’s aunt and uncle, were to fly with their niece, along with two family friends who also got interested in the cruise: Charlotte Waltz of Reno, Nevada, a former Stockton resident, and a friend of Mrs. Waltz, Eleanor Crosby of Oroville, California.

			But five weeks before the departure date, in mid-February, Mr. Mayall, an attorney, realized that he had too much work to do on a lawsuit. So the Mayalls had to cancel, much to their distress. Instead, they traveled to Lake Tahoe, where Mayall could take depositions for the case, while their friends and family were flying to the Canary Islands.

			However, they did spend Friday evening, March 25, dining with Mrs. Waltz and Mrs. Crosby in Stockton, telling them how lucky they were to be going on the cruise, and wishing them a good voyage.

			Others were forced to cancel, too. Margi Poulos, the manager of E & J Travel Service in Sacramento, had to turn down an invitation to go on the cruise because of business obligations.

			Margaret Langhorn of Littleton, Colorado, had figured she would probably go with her daughter, Nancy, and Nancy’s friend, Rene Roberson, both of whom lived with her. Both were 40 and had become friends while serving in the U.S. Air Force. They were excited about the trip and had been planning it since before Christmas.

			But as the time for the cruise drew near, Mrs. Langhorn decided it wasn’t worth the energy. She’d rather stay home with their pet schnauzer and dachsund than go through the hassle of arranging to have a neighbor watch them or putting the animals in a kennel. So she decided to stay home and let the young women have fun on their own.

			Perhaps the most unusual cancellation was a situation that came to light in later media reports. Ben and Sylvia Weinberg had been booked on the cruise but canceled because of a doctor’s appointment. As reported later, Weinberg, an art dealer, had gotten ill and gone to his doctor several weeks before the trip. The doctor told Weinberg to come back in two weeks, but Weinberg told his doctor that he and his wife were scheduled to be away. The doctor told Weinberg to come in after the trip, but at that suggestion Weinberg got reluctant. No, he told his physician, perhaps it would be better to cancel the cruise, just to be safe, even if it meant losing the $400 deposit.

			Weinberg did return to his doctor several days before the charter flight and was given permission to travel, but this time, Mrs. Weinberg said no. “We won’t go now,” she said. Perhaps it was superstitition, perhaps it was intuition, but she was sure that once they had canceled, they should just let it go at that. So they remained in Los Angeles when Pan Am 1736 lifted off from Los Angeles International Airport. All of this, of course, didn’t come out until after-the-crash reports in the media.

			When the New York passengers finally got on board the flight, fears and reluctance had been pushed aside and replaced by anticipation. Only one small incident marred the Hopkinses’ boarding.

			“Where are you sitting?” Ginger Grimes asked Caroline Hopkins as they moved down the jetway.

			“Row 5,” Mrs. Hopkins answered.

			Mrs. Grimes made a long face, and Clara Johns looked disappointed. “Oh, that’s too bad,” Clara said. “We’re way back in Row 46.”

			Mrs. Hopkins was disappointed, too – they’d been fun to chat with. “I guess we won’t see you until we get on board the ship,” she replied. “But we’ll get together then.” They both nodded, and as everyone entered the plane, the Hopkinses turned left, into the first class section, and Clara Johns and Mrs. Grimes turned right into the economy section.

			The Hopkinses never saw the two women again.

			 

			 

			
				
					4 This conversation, and related conversations, are from the diary of Caroline Hopkins and the recollections of Caroline and Warren Hopkins.

				

				
					5 The late arrival of Pan Am 1736 was the first of the coincidences that contributed to the inevitability of the disaster.

				

				
					6 Clara Johns and Ginger Grimes are pseudonyms, as explained in the Introduction. Neither survived the crash. Their names were changed as a courtesy to surviving relatives.

				

				
					7 Mrs. Moore was interviewed by Jon Ziomek several years after the crash.

				

				
					8 The ship’s sinking became famous for a uniquely sad reason: included in the terrible loss of life were all five brothers of the Sullivan family of Waterloo, Iowa. The Sullivan family story was made into a movie, The Fighting Sullivans. After this, President Franklin Roosevelt’s administration banned members of one family from serving in the same combat unit.

				

				
					9 Much of the information in this section is from later media reports.
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CHAPTER 2

			Few of us who have flown on a Boeing 747 have seen one up close from the outside because we usually board and disembark planes through airport jetway tunnels. But even from an airport waiting area window, 747s jets are so much larger than “normal” planes like Boeing 737s or Airbus 320s that they have a paternal appearance, almost like a parent next to a child. This was especially true in the years just after their introduction.

			A standard 747 (there are several models) is 231 feet, 10 inches long, meaning that it’s almost twice as long as the entire first flight by Orville Wright at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, in 1903.10 If you plunked a 747 on a football field with the tip of the tail over one goal line, the fuselage would reach all the way past midfield, with the nose above the opposing 23-yard line. The wingspan is 211 feet. The captain and crew sit nearly 30 feet above the ground – almost the height of a three-story building – and the tail reaches another three stories (63 feet).

			Although the 747 has declined in usage because it isn’t as fuel-efficient as newer big jets like Boeing’s 777 and 787, jumbo jets remain a major part of the fleet of all large airlines in the 21st century. Older travelers can still recall the excitement when big jets were introduced in the 1970s. The 747 started its existence during the Lyndon Johnson administration, when then-Secretary of Defense Robert MacNamara announced a design competition among airline manufacturers for a wide-bodied military transport plane. When all the bids were in, Lockheed, with a design for a plane eventually designated the C-5A, was given the contract. Boeing’s 747 was an also-ran.

			But Boeing decided to turn its rejected design into a commercial passenger aircraft. Pan American World Airways was the airline that made this possible when it placed a $525 million order for 25 of Boeing’s new jumbo planes in 1966.11

			The first 747s were finished at Boeing’s Everett, Washington, assembly line in 1970, and they were a quick success with the traveling public.12 Travelers liked the spaciousness of a cabin with two aisles, a higher ceiling and the fact that the planes had a second floor – originally used as lounges, they added something of a party atmosphere to flying, an image which was an important part of airlines’ marketing in the first decades of jet travel. For those who are too young to remember, take a look at old airline television commercials on YouTube. Steak dinners, the latest movies, cute flight attendants (they were usually called stewardesses then), and fun and relaxation in the air were parts of the experience – and the marketing – of flying.

			Other aircraft manufacturers’ wide-bodied jets – the Lockheed L-1011 and the McDonnell Douglas DC-10 – followed shortly after the Boeing 747. All became an important part of the airline industry’s fleets as more Americans flew for business and pleasure. The number of air passengers jumped from around 200 million a year in 1975 to nearly 350 million by 1980.13 After a temporary dip in the slower economy of the early 1980s, U.S. air traffic has climbed steadily ever since, with nearly 750 million domestic passengers in 2017 (more than four billion worldwide).14

			Bigger planes can give the airlines more profit per mile. A 747 can hold close to 500 all-economy-class passengers, although more normal seat configurations keep the passenger total to between 325 and 400.

			Insurance brokers predicted two crashes in the first 18 months of use of the 747, but those did not happen. The 747’s safety record was perfect for years.

			The first of the jumbo jets to crash wasn’t even a 747. It was an Eastern Airlines L-1011 that crashed into the Florida Everglades while on a final approach to Miami International Airport on a December night in 1972. The cause was ruled to be pilot error after it was found that the cockpit crew had been distracted by a malfunctioning indicator. Ninety-nine people died in that crash and 77 lived – a horrible statistic, but no more than have died in crashes of standard jets.

			The first jumbo-sized disaster happened on March 3, 1974, when a fully loaded Turkish Airlines DC-10 crashed after takeoff from Orly Field near Paris, killing 346 people. A faulty cargo door had collapsed, resulting in a drastic depressurization that froze the controls of the plane and caused it to nosedive into the French farmland.

			Boeing’s turn was to come later in 1974, when a Lufthansa 747 crashed on takeoff from Nairobi, Kenya, on November 22. Fifty-nine people lost their lives, while 98 survived. Nearly 18 months later, on May 9, 1976, an Iranian Air Force 747 transport broke apart during a thunderstorm over Spain, killing 17 crew members. Only in the Turkish Airlines crash was the casualty total above that of crashes of standard-size jets.15

			None of this was on Caroline Hopkins’ mind as she and Warren Hopkins boarded the Pan Am plane. Getting settled in for a flight on such a fine airplane – and in first class, yet – can be just plain fun. Some airlines gave their first-class passengers slippers to wear while on board. Others put pianos in the lounge. Still others would give their guests a hot towel before takeoff and landing, all of which added to the image they worked so hard to maintain: that flying is a special experience.

			Caroline Hopkins reported later that she always had a clear goal about where she will sit in an airplane. She said it may have been a result of her fear of heights, or her own caution. But after she and her husband made their booking through the American Express Travel Service, she wrote to Royal Cruise Lines in San Francisco and asked for airline seats near an exit. The line wrote back promptly, confirming that Warren and Caroline Hopkins would be in seats 5-A and 5-B, on the left side of the aircraft as one faced the front. That left only Row 6 between the Hopkinses and the cabin entrance door.

			As Warren and Caroline Hopkins boarded the flight that night at JFK in New York, they encountered a minor problem: a man and a woman were already sitting in 5-A and 5-B. The Hopkinses produced their tickets, and the two were shooed away by a flight attendant. The other couple disappeared into the second-level lounge.

			Warren Hopkins took off his tie, coat, and vest, and those items were moved to a closet by one of the flight attendants. In the middle of this process, he realized he’d forgotten to take his house keys out of his pants pocket to put in his already-stowed carry-on case, something he always did while traveling. “Oh well,” he shrugged, and left the keys in his pocket as he settled into his seat with several magazines.

			Five days later, those keys would be the only house keys remaining in the Hopkinses’ possession. Caroline’s had melted into uselessness in the raging fire that would soon happen.

			Caroline Hopkins hung up her coat, too, but then got restless. “I think I’ll go up to the lounge for a while before takeoff,” she told her husband, and slid past him from her window seat into the aisle and made her way to the circular stairway.

			Much to her surprise, Mrs. Hopkins found every seat in the second-floor lounge was occupied. She did not realize then, but was told later, that the cruise line was flying some of the Golden Odyssey crew members to Las Palmas and had nowhere else to put them on the full plane. Among the 28 passengers in that area were the couple who had been in the Hopkinses’ seats.

			Caroline stood, confused, for a moment before noticing that the door from the lounge into the cockpit was wide open. The new crew members, replacing the ones who had flown the plane to New York, were just getting settled into their seats.

			Caroline got inquisitive.

			Second Officer George Warns, sitting nearest the door on the right-hand side of the cockpit, looked up as Caroline peeked in.

			“Would you mind?” she asked. “I’ve flown on 747s before, but I’ve never seen the inside of a 747 cockpit.”

			Warns shrugged and looked at the man in the front left-hand seat, Captain Victor Grubbs. “Sure, it’s all right,” Grubbs said, and Caroline stepped into the cockpit to look around for a few moments while the men ran through checklists and got their seats adjusted.

			The cockpit, surprisingly small given the size of the rest of the aircraft, was shaped like the inside of a car, she thought. Captain Grubbs sat in the driver’s seat, front and on the left. First Officer Robert Bragg was on his right. In front of them were control panels with dozens of indicators. Each pilot had a steering wheel shaped like a car’s steering wheel, but smaller and with the part between 10 o’clock and 2 o’clock removed. Between the two pilots, where a car’s front-seat storage console would be, were the throttles for the 747’s four engines. Each pilot had several pedals on the floor, too.

			In back of Bragg, sitting sideways at a small table and in front of another display with dozens more indicators, was George Warns, the flight engineer. His controls and indicators continued from the panels in front of him onto the ceiling of the cockpit.

			Mrs. Hopkins thought the windows – the windshield was divided into two windows, one each in front of Grubbs and Bragg – seemed surprisingly small. In back of Grubbs were two “jump seats,” as they are known, one behind the other, and both were empty.

			As Mrs. Hopkins stood, a young ground crew member in fatigues stepped into the cockpit with a slip of paper in his hand, which he handed to Grubbs. “We put in thirty-three thousand gallons, sir,” he said politely to the captain.

			Thanking the officers, Mrs. Hopkins stepped back out of the cockpit into the lounge, and then went downstairs to her seat. She slid past her husband into her window seat. “Nothing going on up there?” he asked idly.

			“I went in the cockpit,” she told him, with no small amount of pleasure, and gave him a brief description of her little adventure. He raised his eyebrows, expressing some hope that she hadn’t gotten in the way.

			It was a natural reaction. Most passengers are quite willing to accept the distance that exists between themselves and the crews of the planes on which they travel. That deferential attitude is not accepted readily by everyone, though. As one flight attendant of that era said sarcastically, “The pilot is God. There’s nothing a pilot ever does that’s wrong. That’s the image of pilots.”16

			She said that with some resentment. In the 1970s, flight attendants were closer to being the sexy waitresses of the skies than being the first line of passenger safety. They were a group usually taken for granted by passengers and even the airlines, most of which had age and weight limits on their flight attendants – an attitude that now, in the 21st century, seems bizarrely archaic, as well as downright insulting. Some airlines dressed their attendants in sexy clothing, like hot pants. Jokes were offered, stories told, and movies were made about the high-flying, yee-haw lifestyle of flight attendants. Required to be on board by Federal Aviation Administration safety regulations, the first flight attendants in the 1930s were licensed nurses. But flight attendants at many airlines in the 1960s and 1970s were listed under the marketing department, not the operations department. That contributed to the heightened sensitivity of flight attendants about their professional role, several of them told the authors privately.

			It was during the later 1970s, though, that this attitude gradually began to change, encouraged by the flight attendants themselves. Some flight attendants became more aggressive about explaining what they correctly believed was their most important function on board an airplane – providing safety information.

			“Safety has always been shoved into the background, and airlines have been more service-oriented,” commented Carmen Azzopardi a few years after the Tenerife cash. She was health and safety director for the Independent Union of Flight Attendants through the early 1980s.17 The IUFA represented Pan American’s flight attendants before all of Pan Am’s operations were folded into several other airlines in the early 1990s.

			“That’s the attitude that they give to passengers, that the flight attendants are there for their service,” Ms. Azzopardi said. “And, consequently, they totally neglect any idea of the safety aspect of flying.”

			What she was saying was that flight attendants were not viewed as authority figures in the cabin – although the attendants were, and still are, the crew members closest to the passengers and have information that can be life-saving.

			“Without the authority of one of the cockpit crew, it can be difficult and sometimes impossible for flight attendants to give out the information that they carry regarding evacuations and oxygen-mask usage, and on which they base a good portion of the prestige of their jobs,” 
Azzopardi said.

			“The glamour days are over, long gone,” added Del Mott, former safety director for the Association of Flight Attendants, which represents nearly 60,000 flight attendants across the country from 16 different airlines. Mott gave numerous interviews in the years after the Tenerife accident, insisting that safety be given a higher priority for passengers.

			“We want to be considered trained safety experts,” she stated a few years after the Tenerife crash. “We don’t want our recurrent training to contain a 15-minute lecture on when we’re supposed to wear our gloves. We don’t want ‘We really move our tail for you’ advertising campaigns, and spending four hours out of the total eight we’re supposed to have in recurrent training just on service. We specifically want emergency safety training. But because we’re under [the] marketing [department], marketing’s prime concern is to sell seats on an airplane.”

			It is true, flight attendants have readily acknowledged, that airline travel is safe, and remains so. But Mott raised the possibility of being in an emergency – perhaps a crash, perhaps an emergency evacuation – without well-trained flight attendants.

			“If you have three flight attendants who are baton twirlers in the back of that airplane,” she suggested dryly, “you’re in deep trouble if you have an accident.”

			It’s a paradox. Through the advertising campaigns of the airlines in that era, the baton-twirling cheerleader image was what the flying public came to expect of flight attendants. Mott’s reference to a “We really move our tail for you” advertising campaign, with its implied Playboy Bunny image, was a reference to a slogan actually used in a 1970s television commercial for Continental Airlines, which can still be seen on YouTube.18

			Those flight attendants attempting to take their safety role seriously ran into resistance – not only from their own companies, but also the flying public. Carmen Azzopardi said she could remember many flights during which she would start the safety briefing with the standard, “Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention, please?” only to find that few, if any, of the passengers were paying any attention. In those cases, she said, she would stop the briefing and start all over again.

			“Ladies and gentleman, may I have your attention, please? This is very important! I want you to look up to the front of the cabin, and you’re going to see the most important person on this aircraft to you because it is that person who is going to assist you in an emergency situation.”

			One can imagine how jarring that would have been to passengers who were used to giggling flight attendants who fall behind in the instructions and are pointing out the emergency exits while the senior flight attendant is already talking about the oxygen masks.

			There were no such giggling flight attendants on Pan American Clipper 1736 when it pulled away from the gate at 3 a.m., more than an hour late, as the Hopkinses recalled. The new crew, several passengers from Los Angeles later noted, seemed quiet and serious. Partly, it was the lateness of the hour. The two pursers, Dorothy Kelly and Francoise de Beaulieu, and the nine flight attendants ran through the safety briefing so efficiently that the Hopkinses later couldn’t even remember it being given.19

			That kind of reaction illustrates the failure of the safety briefing for many passengers, some of the more militant flight attendants would say. Anyone who traveled in the 1960s and 1970s would have seen the attendants demonstrate the location of the emergency exits with a gentle wave of both arms simultaneously, pointing in a vague direction around the wings and the rear of the plane. That wave was universal to all flight attendants – almost all of whom in those days were women – because the gesture was thought to be the best way to point out the exits while continuing to look feminine.

			Decades later, this situation has barely improved. The FAA’s Civil Aerospace Medical Institute, known as CAMI, has reported to the FAA that 60 percent of surveyed air passengers admitted to paying little or no attention to preflight safety briefings, and the other 40 percent had little knowledge of safety procedures.20

			“In its safety studies and accident investigations, the NTSB continues to find that passenger attention to safety information is declining,” the FAA memo summarized.

			Meanwhile, the flight attendants union, the AFA, is more focused on safety than ever. Candace Kolander, who spent 20 years as the union’s air safety, health and security coordinator (she took a similar position with the Air Line Pilots Association in late 2017), gave the example of the pre-flight check that flight attendants do with passengers who sit in exit rows. (“Are you with me? Can you handle the door if it needs to be opened in a hurry?”)

			The AFA, she said in an interview, had for years taken a position that flight attendants should get a verbal confirmation from these passengers that they understood their responsibilities. Although this doesn’t seem like a major request, it was resisted because airlines are trying to make takeoff preparations as efficient as possible.21 But that small but significant “Hey, this is important” warning has now become a standard part of the pre-takeoff process.

			That was one step in the right direction. But a 2015 conversation with AFA officials revealed continuing deep frustration about the general issue of safety. Flight attendants know they’re against not one but two powerful forces: an existing excellent safety record, plus the fear by some passengers of even thinking about a possible accident. And now, as we move further into the 21st century, there’s a third force: more passengers are distracted by their own cell phones and tablets.

			In 2013, the union lobbied hard for stronger onboard restrictions on “personal electronic devices,” as mobile phones and tablets are generically called. Their concern is that passengers will miss important information during the safety briefing because they’re finishing a last email or text before takeoff.

			“Using these devices is going to distract people, especially in packing things away” before takeoff, said Dinkar Mokadam, the union’s OSHA specialist. When the FAA was considering the implementation of a 2013 Civil Aerospace Medical Institute study, “We were strongly on record” as supporting the improvement of passenger safety awareness, he said.

			The CAMI report, which called for less use of personal electronic devices, was not adopted by the FAA. 

			The airline industry has even been prodded by Congress. After several airlines announced they would be reducing the size of basic economy section seats in the next few years (travelers now have to buy a premium economy seat to get the same room they used to get in regular economy seats), Congress’s 2017 funding bill for the FAA called on the agency to study and set a minimum safe-seat size. This was done not because cramped seats are a comfort issue, it was done because the larger number of passengers getting out of smaller seats could result in more difficult evacuations during an emergency. The bill had the strong support of the flight attendants union.22

			Generally, the FAA, trying to find a happy medium between frightening passengers and encouraging the presentation of useful information, has encouraged airlines to get more creative in the way they present safety information because of this truth:

			“The airplane passenger who has paid attention to the safety information available, and has developed a plan for what she or he would do to get out of an airplane in a hurry, is better able to handle an emergency situation without becoming confused or panicked,” said the 2013 FAA memo, quoting several previous studies.23

			Those are very important words, of course. But just what would get passengers to pay better attention to the safety briefing? Maybe having a passenger participate in the briefing? “That’s problematic,” Kolander said. Passengers aren’t even allowed to stand while a plane is moving, and during taxiing is often when the briefings are given. So the effort continues to get passengers to put down their cell phones. Some airlines have tried humor, including animation and cartoons, in their video safety briefings.
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