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‘All good things . . . come by grace, and grace comes by art, and art does not come easy.’


—NORMAN MACLEAN
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Summer 2012, and Danny Boyle in east London has a problem. The opening ceremony he’s organizing for the Olympics is to go live on Friday, the 27th of July – a worldwide audience of over half a billion is expected to be watching – and he needs rehearsal after rehearsal to get everything right: the aerial choreographers and moving cameras; the riggers on the new stadium’s roof and the stage operators far below; the hundreds of dancers, singers, bicyclists (both flying and terrestrial); the giant beds and flaming cauldron; the live sheep, inflatable chimneys, and million-watt sound system; the sundry smoke generators, machine operators, animators, drummers, stagecoaches, video screens and – why not? – Rowan Atkinson’s Mr Bean, and the entire London Symphony Orchestra.


The technical details aren’t what’s difficult. He’s good at these things, and his Oscar-winning film Slumdog Millionaire was a masterpiece of organization on a tight budget. The problem is that Boyle wants to keep everything a secret till opening night. Like a new product launch, it will have greater impact that way. Yet as the opening gets closer, ever more people need to be brought in. In the final dress rehearsal, just days before the official opening, the entire Olympic stadium is going to be filled. London’s tabloid press will do anything to get images of what’s taking place.


Boyle’s known for being a considerate man. His mother hadn’t lived to see his film success, yet he’d taken her belief in the basic goodness of mankind to heart. It’s a matter of pride for him not to be rude. When the Olympic committee representatives ask how he will guarantee no information leaks out, he says ‘Let’s just ask nicely.’


How could someone with that attitude ensure that from 10,000 people, involved for a whole year, not a single one would leak what was going on?


I’ve always been fascinated by a simple question: ‘Can you succeed without being a terrible person?’ At first it seems obvious that the answer must be ‘No.’ When a man like Donald Trump was able to be elected President and remain in office, it’s impossible to say that good guys always win.


Business seems to show us this all the time. Like a frog puffing up its vocal sac to look fearsome, a bullying tone in the office suggests the speaker has superior authority, or superior knowledge, or just a stunningly superior pedigree. If new hires gunning to rise in a consultancy or bank or in politics learn the further trick of bullying only those below them, while smiling in a knowing yet ever-so-slightly-submissive way to those above them – a psychological two-step understood in seemingly every culture – their advancement is nearly guaranteed.


The logic appears impeccable. If someone’s willing to take a shortcut to get what they want – if they’re willing to shout and cheat and steal; if they don’t care what it takes – it seems obvious they would triumph over someone who isn’t going to act that way; proof, as the old saying has it, that ‘Nice Guys Finish Last’.


But yet, does that mean you have to go to the other extreme, and be a bully or Machiavellian to get anything done? What I’ve found, in my research, is that the answer is No. There really is a better path, leading neatly in between. When fairness is applied with the right skill, it can accomplish wonderful things. It led to the Empire State Building being constructed in barely a year, while the same techniques brought a quiet English debutante to become an acclaimed jungle guerrilla fighter. There’s better information; better creativity; more honest alliances. The fact that this approach often spills over to ease in our personal life, as well as in society at large, is an added bonus.


I’ve been looking into this for years now, starting in courses I taught at Oxford, then moving on to observations in hi-tech firms, hospitals, banks, law firms, top military units, and other organizations. The same point kept coming up. Terrible people often succeed. That’s a given. But decent people also often make it to the top, even in hard, competitive fields, and can help shift matters for the better. It’s just often not noticed because more monstrous egos grab our attention.


The quest to advance this better way isn’t new. The Bible asks, ‘What shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the world, and lose his soul?’ It’s especially pressing now, with society pushing selfishness to a stunning degree, and democracy under threat once again.


Success will often take longer this way, but it has great benefits: not least for the quality of what you do. No one can teach you all the details in advance, for the needed skills are subtle ones, where advice is easy to state; hard to carry out. That’s why it’s an art rather than a science.


Biographies are a good way to provide more of the experience that art needs, as authors since the Roman-era Plutarch have recognized. I’ve arranged this book as a series of profiles, accordingly, concentrating mostly on ordinary, decent people who succeeded in life this fair way – albeit including enough about scoundrels to keep us on our toes.


The first half of the book goes through six detailed case studies, showing how to wield fairness skilfully in each of the basic domains of life: seeing what’s around you; taking action; defending against danger. The Empire State and guerrilla fighter studies are there; so too are Texas pilots, French anaesthetists, the Game of Thrones producer – there’s even a look at the man who coined the phrase ‘Nice Guys Finish Last’ (yet who – his vindictive temperament putting him firmly on the scoundrel side – did, himself, end up finishing last). The positive stories are a proof that the decent approach can work, since here are numerous times when it did.


There are many ethical subtleties along the way, though in real life there’s often a great deal on which everyone will agree. Harvey Weinstein, for example, famously bullied and assaulted his way to the top in Hollywood. Yet Bernadette Caulfield, immensely effective as Executive Producer of Game of Thrones, was known for being the fairest of souls. There’s no need for unarguable definitions of ‘good’ or ‘fair’– there’s no need even to insist that our preferred individuals are candidates for sainthood – to want to know: ‘How can I succeed in a way that’s more like Caulfield, and less like Weinstein?’


It also turns out that selfishness often sets up its own destruction: through the resentment it creates, as well as by blinding those on top to things they really need to see. Sometimes – as with Weinstein – those consequences can take a long time to show their strength. Yet once dedicated reporters finally revealed what Weinstein was like, everyone who’d suffered from him watched in satisfaction as an awesome, Aeschylean collapse took place.


Having looked at individuals, the second half turns to what happens when you pull all the lessons together, and on the largest possible scale. Here I show how a master of human behaviour – the American President during World War II, Franklin Roosevelt – turned all the seeming constraints of fairness and decency into advantages, even in the harshest of settings: allowing him to help defeat one of the greatest evils the world has seen.


There’s no guarantee of course that matters will always turn out this way; no magic that awaits. But often, surprisingly often, it works. The path to greatness doesn’t require crushing displays of power or tyrannical ego. Simple fair decency can prevail.


You just have to handle it with skill.


That might seem hard to believe, so a brief taster of how successful it can be is in order. Danny Boyle’s experiences in east London in 2012 are ideal: displaying on a reduced scale everything we’ll explore at greater length in the full studies to come. The entire book in miniature appears there.


Boyle realized his secrecy in the year leading up to the Olympics would only hold if he managed to change the mindset of his thousands of volunteers for the better.


He had a head start here, for he’d always treated his film crews with respect: never letting them go without decent meal breaks; never asking them to work extra hours without pay; respecting their judgement where they had expertise too. When his name was later suggested for a knighthood he turned it down, explaining: ‘Not my cup of tea. I’m embarrassed even being called Mr Boyle . . . When people say we’re all in it together, it’s a lovely catchphrase for politicians to use, but I actually do believe it.’


The Olympic committee, for example, had told him that in previous opening ceremonies all camera phones were confiscated, and strict non-disclosure agreements had to be signed. Boyle immediately told his staff that no phones were going to be confiscated, and nondisclosure agreements for everyone were out.


The committee also wanted all the participants to be paid. That way the threat of not paying would keep them under control. Boyle however decided he would use unpaid volunteers almost entirely (except where special skills were needed, as with some of the camera operators, software engineers and the like).


Finally, the Olympic committee pushed the importance of compartmentalization. If participants only knew one tiny part of the opening ceremony, then even if they wished to leak what they’d learned the damage wouldn’t be great. Boyle wasn’t impressed. He’d seen enough big events where volunteers marched around confused. ‘They know they’ve got to raise their left arm at a certain point, but they don’t know why.’ That wasn’t the opening he wanted. He told the Olympic committee he would show the volunteers exactly how their actions fitted in the larger story, starting from day one.


Yet Boyle also realized that if that were all that he did it would have failed. Although from his mother he believed that most people are good, he knew that not everyone was like that. Boyle had grown up in a working-class Irish-Catholic family near Manchester in the northwest of England. His secondary school ‘wasn’t quite Angela’s Ashes, but it was hard. The teachers were tough.’ His father had left school at age 14, and had needed to push vigorously to educate himself. From him ‘. . . I [also] inherited . . . aggression, stubbornness, doggedness.’


Those traits were of the greatest value as the preparations began, more than a year before the opening. He had 10,000 volunteers to organize and inspire. Ensuring that not even one of them leaked what was being planned for the opening would be hard. Humans are malleable; vulnerable; fickle. A few of the volunteers might be trusted in all circumstances, and if asked once not to take pictures would keep to that for all the months of rehearsal. Most, however, would respond to the dominant mood.


This is where skill in the first of our fundamental domains – listening – appeared. If Boyle had puffed himself up and mocked all Olympic committee members as interfering ‘suits’ he wouldn’t have been able to learn from any of them.


That would have been a shame, for right at the start the very much besuited ex-Olympian Sebastian Coe, chairman of the London Organizing Committee, had an excellent idea to propose. The word ‘secret’, in his view, could feel malign, dangerous; with overtones of something pushing to get out. Abusers, for example, terrify their victims into believing they must keep a secret.


Why didn’t Boyle break with the idea that there was a great ‘secret’ to keep, Coe proposed, and instead call it a surprise? A surprise is something you can feel ownership of; something that you get the pleasure of revealing later. It was only because Boyle wasn’t the type to scorn all ‘suits’, that Coe had the confidence to bring this up.


Boyle accepted Coe’s idea immediately. ‘Kids love surprises, and there’s nothing sinister,’ he said. From the first rehearsals, at a disused car factory in London’s Dagenham, then on to the final full run-throughs at the new Olympic stadium, the bold hashtag ‘SaveTheSurprise’ was displayed on screens everywhere.


That still was only a start. Even with Boyle putting his ego to the side enough to listen to Coe and other outside experts, he still had the problem of how to get genuine creativity from his thousands of volunteers. He couldn’t turn all the idea generation over to them of course, for without an overall planning team there would be chaos.


But what he could do – our second major pillar – was give them something important: the respect and trust that everyone craves.


To begin with he made sure everyone could see that the core planning team didn’t define itself as superior: floating in expensive suites far above, with bossed-around minions below. Instead, when deadlines were tight the head of construction was out there with everyone else, hammering away; the head of wardrobe was also amidst the volunteers, often personally sewing costumes. And when it rained – and this being London, it rained a lot – Boyle, too, stood in the open with the volunteers, helping the rehearsals go ahead.


It also helped that Boyle was taking no salary, as everyone knew; it helped too that when he strolled among the volunteers, which he did regularly, it was on his own, without any barrier of personal assistants getting in the way.


As a result the volunteers poured out a cascade of useful ideas: about improvements to the riggings, and new approaches to the drumming and sound design; about grounds-keeping and industrial history; about social media and set design and modern dances as well. Hundreds of their ideas were incorporated.


It sounds idealistic, but as noted Boyle wasn’t naive. He had a great deal of experience in our third major pillar of action, defence, for he knew the sort of dangers that could arise. His main Indian colleague on Slumdog, for example, Loveleen Tandan, had been warm and kind, and been indispensable in educating him about India. But when Slumdog’s filming was at its peak, and he needed her the most, she’d announced that she had to stop and work on another film. Boyle’s project would be ruined if she left.


Boyle understood her motive. ‘Everyone in India does it; it’s a bargaining tool to get more money.’ He’d done much the same himself at other times. To progress in a competitive field anyone needs a healthy desire for money or success. The trick was to stand up to Tandan, without unnecessarily offending her. She didn’t get a salary rise, but Boyle promoted her to co-director, which she deserved, and both were happy.


In London Boyle had about 10,000 volunteers working in the preparations, but in fact over 15,000 had initially applied. From his years in the film industry he’d understood that would include X-Factor wannabe types, eager to brag about everything they saw. To block that he’d brought in skilled assistants from his earlier days at the BBC to sieve the full 15,000 and exclude those most likely to leak details. None of the rejected volunteers were treated harshly, but were just told politely that they wouldn’t be needed now.


This was important, for if the 10,000 who’d been accepted had seen the rejects frogmarched away by security guards they might have ended up like the performers in the rigidly controlled Beijing Olympic opening ceremony of four years before: skilled but coldly perfect, and far from being in the mood to contribute any creativity themselves. Seeing his enlightened form of defence under way was more encouraging.


The defence went further. When the Olympic committee told Boyle that the volunteers would have to pay for their costumes, he said they had to be joking. The volunteers were putting in hundreds of hours of work. For most of them the costumes were the only tangible thing they were going to receive. When the committee insisted, the tolerant, we’re-all-in-it-together Boyle let loose. Paying for the costumes was not going to happen. Did they want him to resign? Did they want anything other than some bland corporate crap?


The volunteers got their costumes for free, and their gratitude and resultant energy went up. (The fact that Boyle only rarely blew up – and apologized immediately after – meant the Olympic committee wasn’t too offended.)


There still was a potential problem with more deeply disguised infiltrators. London’s tabloid press is famous for its skill at subterfuge, and Boyle had learned that with so many thousands let in there would be ‘moles – journalists from the Evening Standard and the Daily Mail – in among the volunteers’. And looming over it all was the obstacle of the cauldron.


At previous Olympics the cauldron where the Olympic fire would be lit had generally been an enormous stone or metal construction, cold and bombastic. Boyle wanted a more humane object, which the British designer Thomas Heatherwick gave him, creating stalks of delicate copper petals which would rise up and join together, streams of fire jetting from each one.


But it had to be tested in place; to keep that a surprise he needed to fall back on more conventional strategies. In appropriate James Bond style, and with the London Organizing Committee on his side, Boyle arranged for the cauldron to be transferred into the stadium just after 3 a.m., choosing a date close enough to the opening that the military was already enforcing a no-fly zone overhead – a perfect way to frustrate the press helicopters that otherwise would carry photographers near.


Then, to help resist last-minute temptation from anyone else, Boyle ensured that the most detailed final plans for the opening were kept on a single, easily guarded laptop. He also made sure security staff patrolled the entrances, keeping outsiders from wandering in.


On the planned opening night everything came off: magnificently, wonderfully, Olympically; with an enthusiasm that no paid staff could have matched. No one-size-fits-all approach could have worked for there were so many unpredictable details, but Boyle got the key ones right.


In the first domain, listening, he’d accepted the idea of the besuited Olympic organizer Sebastian Coe that calling the opening a ‘surprise’ would be wiser than calling it a ‘secret’. He’d also accepted help – his own ego as much as possible to the side – in sieving the ideas about drumming and lights and sound design as objectively as possible.


In the second domain, of giving, Boyle had been a revival preacher enthusing his volunteers, and giving them the chance of telling a great island’s story in front of a never-to-be-surpassed audience. Instead of micromanaging their every action, he’d given them freedom, albeit sensibly audited. This too was rewarded, with the great range of ideas the volunteers generated, as well as their enthusiasm.


Then, finally, he defended it all. This especially is where ‘art’ comes in. Boyle had enough practical life-experience to be, variously, a casting agent sieving out wannabes, a hardass outyelling Olympic dullards, an MI6 chief outwitting Fleet Street helicopters, and a Lancashire lad street-smart enough to protect his site’s entrances from wandering busybodies.


And, with no phones confiscated and nary a non-disclosure agreement in sight, when Boyle saw no leaks at all were appearing he realized he had, indeed, brought the infiltrated, never-quite-identified journalists on board. By not singling them out, he’d made clear that he believed in them – and that was one of the finest results of all. They’d come to believe it was their role to #SaveTheSurprise along with everyone else.


‘You may not have exactly the same values,’ he remembered, ‘but you can still be on the same side . . . They didn’t write a word.’


When the Opening Ceremony finally went live – with Mary Poppins, and Mr Bean, and J. K. Rowling, and enormous trampoline beds, and the flaming petal-like cauldron all telling the story of British innovation and British social reform (‘They’re pretty sound values,’ he liked to say) – the surprise, as Boyle had wished, was complete. At one point a video clip of the Queen being collected by the James Bond star Daniel Craig at Buckingham Palace and led into a helicopter turned into the real event of her – or perhaps a stuntman dressed like her – parachuting into the stadium, then walking up to the VIP section. When Princes William and Harry, seated in the same area, turned round and saw their real grandmother appear behind them they were overwhelmed: even they’d had no idea how he had done it. It was, everyone agreed, a perfect night.


In ordinary times we’d step into the detailed case studies now, but these of course are not ordinary times. I wrote this book when Wuhan was still just a scarcely known industrial city in China, and went to press as the first coronavirus lockdowns began spreading around the globe. It’s curious looking ahead for something which will be read only after you, the readers, know more about what happened than this writer does.


In a sense though – and this is certainly giving a hostage to fortune – that provides an ideal test. Will the chapters coming up give much insight into what you ‘now’ know has already happened? Let’s see what Boyle’s experience brought out, and what that might predict.


Listening


That first realm, listening, showed the importance of putting ego to the side. Even though a leader will need to keep control, as well as sieve ideas that rise up, he or she needs the modesty to want that information to flow up: to believe that they really can gain from what experts below them in the chain of command can provide.


National leaders who have that modesty, we can predict, will have a chance of staying ahead of the game: responding accurately, and quickly, to how infections spread and are best dealt with. Leaders insistent on their own superiority will not.


Giving


In the second realm, of giving, Boyle’s generosity created tremendous gratitude from his volunteers, leading to cohesion, trust, and creativity. That generosity on its own could have been abused, but he – like all the successful decent sorts we’ll see – had the street-smarts to keep an eye on those who’d be tempted to take advantage of it.


Here the prediction’s easy. Nations where leaders have little habits of trust or generosity aren’t going to get that sort of committed response. Instead there’ll be resentment, arguments, sullenness. And if the financial and other aid that does get delivered isn’t properly audited, no doubt there’ll be even more recriminations as it becomes clear afterwards what went wrong.


Defending


Finally, in the key domain of defence, of protection, of dealing with outside dangers, Boyle had the skill to defend his volunteers and his project, yet without going too far. He defended against critics without vilifying them; he defended against potential leaks with strategic accuracy as well.


National leaders who match this might declare quarantines, but those will be targeted, apt and monitored quarantines. The leaders will still promote the assumption that there’s much to gain from cooperation, and learning from what takes place abroad. Other nations will experience the opposite: having leaders who lash out at outsiders and domestic opponents – thus losing the chance to benefit from anything happening beyond their borders.


The second half of the book suggests that these varying responses will tend to form two main clusters. One cluster will be under national leaders who are belligerent and closed to evidence; habitually defaulting to an us vs them approach. The other cluster will be the opposite.


Which of these strategies will be followed in which places is impossible to tell in advance. But I’d wager that in the long term it will be nations that veered more towards the positive side that did best. It might not even be that ‘long’ a long term. Feedback operates quickly in natural disasters, and weaknesses that in ordinary circumstances could remain covered up are soon revealed.


Now to step back, and see how these component parts are built up . . .










I – THE STORIES



We’ve seen with Danny Boyle that you can succeed without being a jerk: that it might take longer, and you need experience, but with a skilful injection of fairness in the three domains everyone has to deal with – listening, giving, defending – you really can carry it off. Those are the pillars that will stretch through the book, and we’ll see that they depend on having the right moral character – the ‘decency’ – to keep them working well.


But how does ‘injecting fairness’ work? Done with skill it can achieve wonders, yet to understand how we need stories that go into greater depth, in each domain in turn. We’ll start with fairness’s role in the crucial first step, of getting an accurate read of the outside world. No one can survive long if they get that wrong.


A close-up inside a jetliner high over the American Midwest shows what’s at stake . . .










Part One



Listeners









[image: illustration]






 


 


United Flight 232, coming in too fast at Sioux Gateway Airport in Iowa (Gary Anderson/Sioux City Journal/ZUMA Wire)





 


 



Al Haynes, and Park Duk-kyu


(‘Listen, without ego’)


‘See what you can see back there, will ya?’


It was 3.00 p.m. on 19 July 1989, and Al Haynes was the captain in the cockpit of a fully loaded United Airlines DC-10, travelling from Denver to Chicago. They’d been airborne for an hour now, everyone had finished their lunch, and Haynes, a seemingly easy-going 57-year-old, from Lamar County, Texas, was leaning back, still nursing his coffee. His co-pilot, a younger man with less experience, Bill Records, was flying the plane.


It looked to be an easy journey: just a few tall white cumulus clouds in the clear sky.


Aircraft had transformed since World War I, 70 years before. When pilots took off they were lifted up in a biplane that might weigh 1,800 pounds. The larger biplanes could just about squeeze in a single passenger, and had a main cruising speed no greater than a fast motorcyclist on the ground. The jet Haynes commanded carried nearly 300 people, weighed over 350,000 pounds, and flew at 560 mph: over 80 per cent of the speed of sound.


Some of the cockpit controls would have looked familiar to earlier pilots, such as the modified levers that moved the rudder and other control surfaces. In World War I planes, pulling on those levers would tug a piano-wire cable that stretched back to the rudder. In Haynes’s jet such a contraption would never have worked. The rudder was bigger than a barn door. No human grip could pull a metal surface that size forward; not against air rushing at greater than hurricane speed.


Instead, tubes filled with compressed fluids stretched the length of the aeroplane. When the pilot moved his controls, he was adjusting systems that controlled those tubes: squeezing pressurized fluid to the desired spot. Without them working, the plane would skid randomly through the air, like a car on ice. Since they were so important Haynes’s DC-10 had three parallel sets of such tubes. Each had their own pumps, their own fluid reservoirs, their own supply line. If one set failed, two would be left over to steer the plane. In an extreme emergency the plane could be flown and landed with just one. To be extra sure, each system of hydraulic tubes was encased in tough steel.


Only the throttles still worked in a way World War I pilots would have been familiar with. Push a throttle away from you, and more fuel was released into the engine it was connected to: the engine powered up. Pull it towards you, and less fuel went in: the engine slowed down.


Then, at 3.16 p.m., just as Records was beginning a gentle right turn, ‘there was this loud bang like an explosion,’ Haynes remembered. ‘It was so loud, I thought it was a bomb.’


These are the times when our inner personality comes out. What happened next will show how one individual dealt with rushes of incoming information, and the hierarchy available around him. Yet he believed that being fair was all-important.


How would that help him make everything work?


The plane shook and started climbing. As Records struggled at the controls, the third crew member in the cockpit, flight engineer Dudley Dvorak, saw something horrible on his instrument panels. One by one the dials showing fluid levels in the three hydraulic systems began to rotate backwards. In just moments, all three were pointing straight down, to zero.


And with that, all the control surfaces – on the wings, and in the tail – were locked tight.


By this point the plane had stopped climbing and all 350,000 pounds began rolling over to the right. The plane tilted five degrees, then ten degrees, then quickly passed 20 degrees and 30 degrees and more. Passengers on that side saw the ground begin to fill their view out the window; passengers on the left just saw the sky. At this rate the plane would roll on to its back, and from that there would be no recovery.


Hierarchy exists for a reason. Haynes was more capable than anyone else in the cockpit, and the most experienced. Records was still pulling on the central steering column, the yoke, trying to counter the right bank and fall, near-grunting with the effort, but Haynes could see it wasn’t working. He took over, calling out ‘I’ve got it’ to be clear, and – again an advantage of hierarchy – Records didn’t fight back. He was trained to defer.


For a moment Haynes tugged at the controls too, for it’s a reflex almost impossible to avoid, but then he stopped. If it hadn’t worked for Records, it wasn’t going to work for him. But . . . what if he reduced thrust on the wing that was rising, and boosted it on the wing that was dipping? If ever there was a time to trust his own judgement, this was it. To Dvorak what the captain did next was a blur: ‘[Haynes] took his hand off the yoke, swatted the [left] engine back, and on the way back up, pushed the [right] engine up, and was back on the yoke in just a matter of seconds.’


Nothing happened at first, for a big plane has a lot of momentum, but slowly, painfully, the right wing came back up. Haynes evened out the two engines, yet since the explosion had happened in the middle of a turn, with the control surfaces locked the plane kept on trying to roll to the right. There seemed no way to shift the controls now, so every pilot’s nightmare began: the front started to lift up, even though Haynes had made no change. For half a minute it held at that angle, the plane losing speed as it pushed up against gravity and its wings provided less lift at that excessive angle. Then, with a shudder, the front tilted down and the plane began to speed up in a dive.


A roller-coastering path of this sort is called a phugoid cycle. In moderation it’s not serious, but this was out of control. Worst of all, the downward segment was lasting longer than the upward one. To try to stop the oscillation Haynes and Records both pulled back on the yoke, Records even wedging his knees under the handles to get additional leverage. It had no effect. The plane finished its downward dip 1,500 feet below where they had started, then it levelled out for a bit, and began another uncommanded rise. But again, this was only a slight rise, while the down cycle was more extended. In another minute or two they would be a further 1,500 feet down.


Haynes knew that no plane this size had ever survived complete hydraulic failure. Just four years earlier, for example, a 747 in Japan without hydraulics had entered phugoid cycles, roller-coastering inexorably downward through the sky, the voice recorder showing the pilots increasingly frantic as their plane drifted out of their control. After a half-hour it crashed in mountains far off its intended flight path, killing over 500 people.


If there was going to be any chance of getting through this Haynes would need to stop the plane’s incessant banking to the right and, above all, understand what was causing the phugoid cycles. It had to be done quickly, before they lost so much altitude that they crashed. Maybe they had an hour, but most likely less.


Around this time a flight attendant came into the cockpit. She had a message to deliver, yet at first was speechless at what she saw. ‘The pilots were struggling, it was just so frightening. It was like they were struggling to hang on to the controls.’ Finally she blurted out: there was another DC-10 captain in the cabin who was an instructor, a man named Denny Fitch. He was willing to come to the cockpit to help.


Haynes was at the most desperate moment of his life. When the flight attendant came in he had to watch his instruments, and grapple with the steering yoke, and work the throttle beside it, and keep in radio touch with local airports, and coordinate with his co-pilot, and identify changes in weather conditions ahead, and supervise the flight engineer. Earlier in the flight, before the explosion, a different United pilot, a trainee, had visited the cockpit to observe the flying. After he had returned to the main cabin, Haynes had seen no reason to call him back.


When the flight attendant blurted out this new offer Haynes was too busy to turn around from his seat. When he answered it wasn’t in a raised voice, but just quick, nearly mumbled words.


Sociologists who want to understand attitudes to listening often use a measurement called the Power Distance (PD). It’s a mark of how two individuals in an unequal power relationship are expected to act. A high PD score means both parties assume that juniors shouldn’t question their superiors: there’s a big power distance between them. A low PD score is the opposite: both parties feel that subordinates aren’t as subordinate as all that, and deserve to be listened to.


When aircrew from a number of nations were tested on this scale in the 1990s, those from Russia, China and India came out with the highest scores – there was a big power distance between superiors and juniors – and those from the UK, Germany and Sweden came out at the other extreme, being more egalitarian, with less of a presumed power distance between them.


But those figures are just averages, and although American pilots as a whole clustered near the egalitarian countries, there always were some convinced that hard hierarchy was right. One US flight engineer described to a government investigator what that meant working under his own pilot: ‘Whenever I speak up, he says, “If I want your fucking advice, I’ll ask for it.” ’


The crash in 1999 of a Korean Airlines Cargo 747 outside London illustrates the dangers of this high-PD mindset. The pilot, Park Dukkyu, was the same age as Haynes – 57 – and he too had been trained as a military pilot. His co-pilot, Yoon Ki-sik, was like Bill Records – younger, and less experienced.


Although Yoon was doing everything right in preparation to take off at night from London’s Stansted airport, Park made clear to Yoon how inferior he was. In what language specialists later called a ‘derogatory’ tone, he said, ‘Make sure you understand what ground control is saying before you speak!’


Then, before Yoon had the chance to respond, Park snapped at him again: ‘Answer them! They are asking how long the delay will be.’


Despite that the take-off went ahead without problem. Moments later, Park was in control of the plane and began a planned banking turn to the left. What he didn’t realize was that the instrument in front of him – the artificial horizon – that was supposed to show the turn wasn’t working. When a plane is accelerating it can be hard to feel how much it’s banking, and so Park, thinking he hadn’t gone far enough, increased the bank angle.


A warning buzzer went off, and Yoon’s own artificial horizon – working properly – showed that they were indeed turning too hard. But after the chewing-out at take-off he wasn’t going to say anything. The warning buzzer went off again. The tilt that Yoon saw on his artificial horizon was getting worse.


Their plane with its hundreds of thousands of pounds of metal and full load of fuel was speeding towards the ground. The warning buzzer kept on going off – a total of nine times – and the tilt Yoon saw on his artificial horizon kept on getting worse. Scarcely one minute into the flight the 747 was flying with its left wing pointed nearly straight down, but Yoon still didn’t dare to speak up to his captain. The flight engineer did shout out ‘Bank!’ and then repeated it, but Park ignored him. The recovered flight recorder shows that Yoon stayed silent right till the point, moments later, that they hit the ground. All the crew died.


It’s easy to criticize Park Duk-kyu, but until that point in his career firmness had always worked. He’d been a skilled fighter pilot in the Korean Air Force, leading other flyers in one realistic training exercise after another. Hierarchies are effective at synthesizing information that pours in, and ensuring that people you command will carry out your decisions. The problem is that this style of power is so attractive it’s easy to embrace it to excess. Letting go of your unquestioned place at the top of a hierarchy means you lose this automatic respect, and have to respond to what someone else is initiating. For insecure people that’s too painful. You’re vulnerable, dependent; for the duration of that interaction ‘beneath’ them. Staying planted Zeus-like atop a hierarchy avoids that.


Entire countries can match these different extremes. Russia and China (and North Korea) have legislatures laid out like a classroom: there’s space for an instructor/dictator at the front; for obedient students in the seats. All those countries score low on indices of democracy, and their leaders assume it’s natural to keep everyone who’s lower down in their place. Whatever knowledge the participants might have is lost.
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Western democracies are more on the semi-circle model, where there’s space for someone to keep order, but – at least in theory – the representatives are less passively obedient before that leader, and there’s also space for them to speak to each other.


[image: illustration]


In ultra-democratic early Iceland, it’s possible the informal legislature at times formed a circle; a model briefly copied by the then West German parliament in Bonn.


[image: illustration]


What was Haynes going to do? He had been at United a long time; brought up there, as he liked to put it, ‘on the concept that the captain was THE authority on the aircraft. What he said goes.’ Although he lived in Seattle now he was proud of being a Texan, and of his state’s tradition of respect for men who could take care of themselves, and be in control. (There’s the story of a riot in a border town; the Texas Rangers are called in. The train arrives, and a solitary man steps off. ‘But you’re only one Ranger,’ the worried local sheriff says. ‘There’s only one riot,’ the Ranger replies.)


On the other hand, Texas, like most regions, also has traditions of cooperation, where generosity gives you power. Once again, it’s the choice we always have.


Haynes was the type of person who chose the more cooperative part of his background. He knew how hard it was to move up from co-pilot to captain. He’d been a Marine Corps pilot and instructor himself, going in straight after university at Texas A&M and building an excellent record. But even so it had taken him nine years as co-pilot in DC-10s with United before being promoted. Bill Records was in the right-hand seat flying the plane because Haynes wanted to give him the experience: it was part of mentoring. If he could make the upward path easier for someone else, why not?


When he explained that at United the captain traditionally was ‘THE authority on the aircraft’, he would also say that he felt that was out of date. ‘Sometimes the captain isn’t as smart as we thought he was.’ He hadn’t called the trainee pilot back to the cockpit, but that was simply because a trainee doesn’t have much to offer. A qualified flight instructor on board could be different. The stewardess remembered walking back through the first-class cabin as quickly as she could without running, holding in her head what Haynes had told her. It was about ten minutes since the explosion, getting close to 3.30 p.m. She leaned forward to Denny Fitch: ‘They want you up there,’ she said.


The first thing Fitch noticed when he reached the cockpit was how hard Haynes and Records were working: the tendons in their forearms taut from their effort tugging on the yoke. Then he glanced at flight engineer Dvorak’s control panel to the side, and saw the awful, unimagined downturn on the hydraulic gauges, the three separate arrows all pointing straight to zero. In all the tests he’d given pilots at United’s simulators in Denver, he’d never envisaged setting up one where all hydraulic systems were empty.


How could this happen? It must be linked with the second engine, the one in the tail, also being shut down. In a protective gesture, while mulling it over, he leaned forward and fastened Records’s shoulder harness, which had been loose.


Haynes broke Fitch out of his reverie, introducing himself while still not looking away from the panel: just reaching one hand over his shoulder for a brief shake. They had a quick joke about getting a beer together when this was all over and then they got down to business. Fitch crouched between Haynes and Records. From the black box cockpit recorder:




FITCH: You lost the engine, huh?


HAYNES: Yeah, well, yeah. It blew . . . Can’t think of anything that we [haven’t] done . . .





In the subtle etiquette of airline officers, this was a controlled way of asking for advice, the opposite of how Park Duk-kyu had handled his situation. But Haynes knew his crude engine-throttling could only stop the worst rolling, and that he was nowhere near getting the plane out of the phugoid cycle. The new arrival offered a suggestion:




FITCH: The only thing I can think about that might help you at some point here [is to put] the [landing] gear down and that might hold the nose down a bit.





Almost simultaneously with Fitch’s comments, however, other voices were calling for Haynes’s attention. The main radio was on for contact with ground control from Sioux City, Iowa, and there also was another flight attendant who’d entered the cockpit.




SIOUX CITY APPROACH: The [emergency fire] equipment is standing by.


FITCH: Anything above about 210 [knots] is going to give you a nose-up moment.


FLIGHT ATTENDANT: So we’re gonna evacuate?





It would be hard for anyone to take in, plus Haynes had been hoping that as an instructor Fitch might know of some special procedure that would get them out of this mess. But Fitch was giving no sign of that, and now it was embarrassing to have even imagined asking.


And this is the reality of listening in a difficult environment. There’s too much information, we’re distracted, we’re emotional. Haynes let it pass. To the flight attendant he explained, as gently as he could, that although a few minutes before touchdown he would call out the brace position, her detailed questions about evacuation procedures afterwards weren’t realistic. (‘I really have my doubts you’ll see us standing up, honey.’) Fitch, however, was a source he could use for more information. It was hard to see from the cockpit whether there was any response on the wings’ control surfaces, so he asked Fitch to walk back through the cabin (‘See what you can see back there, will ya?’).


It was a tense time. Fitch took about a minute, and when he knocked on the cockpit door to get back in Haynes yelled at Dvorak: ‘Unlock that fuckin’ door!’ But when Fitch reported – nothing they’d been doing in the cockpit was making the wings’ controls work – Haynes cooled down. Yelling wasn’t going to make anything better, and he needed a clear head. If Fitch could take over the throttles, then he and Records would only have to concentrate on the yoke.


To Fitch, that was ‘an amazing thing, if you take into consideration that pilots don’t give up control very easily’. But to Haynes it was obvious. If you’re confident in your own self, you don’t need to block others from helping you. One of the engine throttles was to Haynes’s right, and another was to Records’s left, so if Fitch stood between them he could grab one throttle in each hand. With the distraction of handling the engines out of the way, Haynes could get back to work on trying to diagnose the problem, which was bringing them with sickening regularity in each cycle closer to the flat Iowa soil.


Fitch hadn’t known about any secret reset buttons, but United had an engineering centre in San Francisco with detailed information on every plane in the fleet. This was a storehouse of knowledge that even the simulator centre in Denver lacked. Fitch himself hoped that ‘if there’s a back doorway, some circuit breaker to pull, they’ll know it’. Dvorak had already started speaking to the San Francisco engineers, and Haynes pressed him to keep at it, even though the engineers couldn’t seem to grasp that they really did lack all control of their flight surfaces.


Airline flight attendants know not to unnecessarily bother the cockpit in an emergency. Pilots of the ‘If I want your fucking advice’ type would make them extra wary. But because Haynes had always been so polite, however busy he was, they were willing to come up when there was more information he might need to know. And around this time one of them arrived to explain, after a bit of confusion, that she’d seen something wrong with ‘the rear wing’.


This would have been easy to ignore, for there’s no rear wing on the DC-10: she must have used the wrong term. But it was still possible she might have noticed something. If even the tiniest residual amount of hydraulic fluid had pooled up in back, pumping it forward could save their plane. Haynes sent flight engineer Dvorak to take a look. They were not going to give up: not on his flight.


Dvorak knew it was important to look calm as he walked back through the long cabin, but he couldn’t help noticing how many children there were. United had been promoting discounts for parents with children and babies, and this was the result. The flight attendants had been telling everyone to get ready for a rough landing: to take off their glasses, and remove any pens and combs from their pockets. To safeguard babies, they’d told parents to make piles of pillows and blankets on the floor, and when the adult was in the brace position just before impact those would hold the baby still.


Dvorak was an experienced Air Force navigator, and understood planes well, so this was testing. In the cockpit he had a seat belt and full shoulder harness, yet even so knew it was unlikely he’d survive a landing. They couldn’t aim the plane, or properly control its descent. If they did manage to get down, landing in a cornfield would flip them over, while landing on a runway at this far-too-rapid descent would be like flying into a concrete wall. The pillows that the parents were earnestly pressing into position were useless.


Although some of the children were crying, Dvorak could see that others thought it was a game. At one point, near the third exit door, as a mother was bent down preparing pillows for her 2-year-old, her toddler climbed up on to the seat and giggled, giving a great merry wave to a passenger behind.


At the last door in the plane’s tail Dvorak grabbed hold of the seats to steady himself before looking out. The phugoid cycles were still repeating every minute, and it was hard to stay upright, especially this far from the plane’s midpoint. A stewardess called him to look at the other side. He took her arm, for a moment holding still, looking straight at her. It was startling. She felt, she later said, that he was saying his last goodbye. Then he studied what she pointed to out the window.


The DC-10 has three engines: one under each wing, and another in the tail. This tail engine was the one that had stopped working. In front of it is a big horizontal stabilizer, and Dvorak saw a chunk of that stabilizer had been torn away. Only an explosion from deep within the tail engine could do that.


As a flight engineer, Dvorak had the plane’s schematics memorized. The three separate hydraulic networks were designed to survive almost anything, but they had one weak point. All three converged in the tail. When the engine there exploded, the metal pieces it threw out tore right through the stabilizer, shredding the hydraulic lines there. His gauge readings weren’t faulty. There was not going to be any reservoir of useful hydraulic fluid left in the main lines of the system. All would have quickly been sucked out by the rushing air.


If there was ever a time when a captain was going to need more help in working out what to do, this was it.


Back in the cockpit Dvorak reported what he had seen (‘All right . . . we got a lot of damage to the tail section’). It was now about 3.45, a half-hour since the explosion. Because the wing and tail controls were stuck the plane had also been caught in a series of big looping right-hand turns, drifting it nearly aimlessly over the Iowa landscape; the phugoid ups and downs had been varying in intensity, but left them at scarcely a mile and a half up: an enormous drop from the 7-mile height where they’d begun. They’d have to get control and orient to a runway, or field, or highway fast.


Their last hope was the San Francisco engineers, with their comprehensive library of every system the manufacturers had put in, and every contingency that successful flight emergencies had worked through. Under Haynes’s eye, Dvorak radioed them again to give an update. It was a near repeat of what he’d told them before.




DVORAK (to San Francisco maintenance): Roger, we need any help we can get . . . We don’t have anything. We don’t know what to do. We’re having a hard time controlling it. We’re descending . . .





But the conversation went nowhere. The San Francisco team was still asking if Dvorak was sure all three hydraulic systems were down. When he insisted, they went quiet for a while, and then came on again: Was he really absolutely sure?


Haynes told Dvorak to drop it.




HAYNES: . . . Forget them. Tell ’em you’re leaving the air, and . . . and screw ’em.





There wasn’t going to be any fix from the San Francisco team.


What does one do, feeling one’s life is about to end? Fitch was struck with the ordinariness of the day. ‘Dear God, I’m going to die this afternoon. Here I am 46 years old and I’m going to die. My wife . . . loved her dearly . . . three beautiful children. The only question . . . how long is it going to take Iowa to hit me.’ What Dvorak felt he never said, but he was polite to San Francisco when he signed off: there was no need to make them feel any worse.


That was the attitude the whole cockpit had shared. They’d known from the start what was likely, and now, despite the ground getting closer and being scarcely able to steer (‘Sioux City . . . We’re tryin’ to go straight. We’re not havin’ much luck’), they weren’t going to change. Haynes joked to Records, his co-pilot aiming for promotion, ‘I’ll tell you what. I’ll write off your damn PC [Pilot Certificate] if we make this . . .’ Then he caught himself, and repeated it with a change: ‘. . . when we make this.’


There was more to this than just passing time. It was how they wanted to be remembered. Cockpits can be tight, exclusive communities, wary of newcomers, but Haynes had led from the top to make Fitch welcome – ‘He was now the fourth member of the crew,’ Haynes insisted – and in response, Fitch had given everything he could to find a way of adjusting their two remaining engines to regain some control.


Now, finally, it began to work.


Being a great pilot is like being a great horseman. Yelling and cursing at your horse for not doing what you want can have some effect, but not as much as being in tune with the animal. Haynes had given Fitch initial guidance on how to move the two throttles, and his tone hadn’t been one where you swore at the dull metal and cables and fuel. You might do that for a moment – we’re human – but if that’s all you do, not much is going to happen.


Fitch had continued what Haynes showed him, making slight movements with each hand: one on the right engine’s throttle, one on the left’s. Each time he had then waited, listened, to how the plane responded. It was hard, for there would be a long – 20- or even 40-second – lag between his moving a throttle and the resultant change in engine power shifting their phugoid path. Also, especially at first, each correction of the phugoid made the right-hand banking worse, while each correction of the banking made the phugoid cycles worse.


In the last few minutes, however – even while overhearing Dvorak’s report on the San Francisco conversation; knowing the ground was going to be coming up soon – Fitch had a near-mystical feeling. ‘It became like the airplane was an extension of me . . . I could feel these stimuli coming at me before I actually felt them or saw them.’


The phugoids had initially been big swirling things, tilting the plane way up for a climb, and then pitching it sharp down, for the even longer descent. What Fitch was beginning to sense now – edging the throttles just fractions of an inch forward or back – was a way to diminish that. He had been wrong to fight it. A skilled rider learns what his or her horse is scared of, and as much as possible tries to work with that. In a similar way, it almost felt as if the plane was trying to go back to the equilibrium speed it had been set for before the explosion. Pitching up and climbing was its attempt to slow down; pitching down and accelerating was its attempt to speed up.


Fitch began helping that along: making the plane finish each part of the phugoid more quickly (by performing the counterintuitive manoeuvre of accelerating into the descent, and decelerating into the rise). That meant there was less time rising and less time falling – and that meant the phugoid cycles were getting smaller. Under Haynes’s encouragement now, giving feedback from Sioux City’s radar and their own airspeed and compass indicators, Fitch managed for the first time since the explosion to bank the plane to the left.
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Radar track of United Airlines Flight 232. The explosion was at the top right. After that come the three unwanted looping right turns, before the all-important left where Fitch finally lined them up for Sioux City. (NTSB)


With that left turn, and the phugoids now at least slightly under control, everything changed. Sioux City’s airport was straight ahead. They had a chance of making it. Suddenly there was a lot more to do: preparing the passengers, final arrangements for the location of the emergency equipment, locating highways that could be fallback landing sites. They also had to work out when best to bring the landing gear down: it might usefully slow them, but it might introduce more instabilities; it also would almost guarantee a flip if they missed the runway and had to try landing in a field.


Haynes elicited the opinion of everyone in the cockpit in a quick yet systematic way. He was in control, but everyone was cooperating. Scattered voices from the cockpit recorder as they approached:




HAYNES: I want to get as close to the airport as we can . . . Get on the air and tell them we got about four minutes to go.


SIOUX CITY APPROACH: United 232, can you hold that heading, sir?


RECORDS: Yeah, we’re on it now for a little while.


FITCH: I got the runway . . . it’s off to the right over there . . .


HAYNES: We have the runway in sight. We have the runway in sight . . . We’ll be with you shortly. Thank you for your help.


SIOUX CITY APPROACH: United 232, you’re cleared to land on any runway.


HAYNES: (Laughter). You want to be particular and make it a runway now, huh?


DVORAK (on PA): Two minutes.


(ATTENDANTS: shouting for passengers to get their heads down)


RECORDS: Okay. Here we go.


DVORAK: Left turn just a hair.


SIOUX CITY APPROACH: United 232 heavy, sir, you are well too far north . . .


HAYNES (to ground): We know. (To cockpit): Pull it back . . .


UNKNOWN: Left throttle, left, left . . .


UNKNOWN: God!





Until the very last moment it seemed they might have succeeded. They’d managed to line up with the runway, and were close to putting down at its very start, thus giving them the maximum possible length to slow down. But they were coming in at over 270 mph, much faster than usual, and more dangerously they were falling at over 30 feet per second, also much more than usual. (If a cement truck tumbles off a three-storey building that’s how fast it will be going when it hits the ground.) Worst of all, although Fitch had managed to reduce the phugoid cycles, he hadn’t been able to stop them. The plane was still inherently unbalanced.


A bare hundred feet up – seconds before they would have been on the ground – another phugoid began. The plane’s nose tilted down, it started a steep right turn, and the right wingtip hit the runway. The landing gear gouged a trench 18 inches deep in the concrete before breaking off, and the plane fractured into four parts. Over 10,000 pounds of kerosene they hadn’t been able to dump ignited. 111 people died, but because of the crew’s work in getting there, 185 survived.


In the mayhem the plane’s cockpit was snapped off like a pencil tip, and thrown into a soybean field beyond the runway. None of the medics and national guardsmen rushing to the jet bothered to look inside. As one physician remembered: ‘Here was this pile of aluminum and wires, and I couldn’t figure out what it was.’


It seemed impossible to imagine anyone was alive inside metal crumpled like that. But they were, all four of them, and after enough shouts alerting the rescuers they were brought out: with badly broken bones and deep cuts, but, wondrously, none so grave that their wounds couldn’t be repaired. Within a year, each man was able to fly again.


When push came to shove Haynes had succeeded, calmly, in finding out if any pressure was left in the hydraulic lines, as well as how to manage the plane’s descent, despite lacking all usual controls. He had stopped panic, ignored extraneous news, told the airport what to prepare, kept updated on distance from Sioux City, sieved his resources skilfully (bringing in Fitch but not the other pilot on board; cancelling the San Francisco conversations), and then worked the giant wobbling plane to approach a long runway at a nearly flat angle, having gained enough time for emergency services to get into position.


This was, aeronautic historian Bryan R. Swope commented, ‘one of the finest displays of airmanship during an inflight emergency since the beginning of aviation’. The details were perculiar to this particular flight; to this particular hydraulic damage. As with Boyle at the Olympic opening ceremony, no one could have told Haynes what to do in advance. But yet, there was one attitude permeating his actions, the same decent belief Boyle held: that everyone involved deserved to be treated fairly. In east London that had led to initiative rising up, and a wide range of colleagues being listened to. Here over the Midwest it led to useful ideas pouring in as well.


Both Boyle and Haynes understood that being fair wasn’t the same as being soft. The American baseball manager Leo Durocher – we’ll see more about him later – was famous for saying nice guys finish last. In many respects he was right. Someone who’s ‘merely’ nice will be walked over by everyone else. If Haynes hadn’t been willing to expel the trainee pilot and ignore the ground teams when necessary – however much it hurt their feelings – he would never have succeeded. But on the other hand, if he’d gone to the other extreme and crushed anyone who might threaten his status he wouldn’t have succeeded either.


Were Haynes’s attitude captured in a koan – one of the brief, seemingly paradoxical statements in Zen Buddhism – it would be the one we saw with Danny Boyle too: ‘Listen, but without ego.’ Take advantage of hierarchy, but don’t hide within it. That just blinds you.


Yet although Haynes’s considerate, fair listening was great, by itself it can easily lead into a terrible trap. For there’s a further precaution one has to take, if one’s consistently going to make intense listening work.




OEBPS/images/f0001-01.png
INTRODUCTION

Danny Boyle and
The Perfect Night






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		I – The Stories



		Part – One Listeners



		Pilots



		Doctors









		Part Two – Givers



		3. Builders



		4. Fighters









		Part Three – Defenders



		5. Sport Coaches



		6. Tech Executives









		Reflection – Who Are We?



		7. Voyagers















		II – The Test



		Part Four – Propaganda Master



		8. Young Men in Transition



		9. Reichminister für Propaganda









		Part Five – President



		10. Gilded Youths



		11. New Dealer









		Part Six – War



		12. How Good People Succeed















		Epilogue



		Readings and Reflections



		Acknowledgements



		Index













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start











OEBPS/images/f0028-01.png
eee






OEBPS/images/f0028-02.png





OEBPS/images/f0027-01.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
he Art of
Fairness
David
Bodanis

The Power
of Decency
in a World
Turned Mean






OEBPS/images/f0037-01.png
.
360" right hand .,
turnnotrecorded

on radar

000 600 1200 1800 2400 3000 3600 4200 4800 5400  60.00
Scale (NM)





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.png
CHAPTER 1






OEBPS/images/pub.png
Bridge
Streegt





