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  FOREWORD

  Yesterday, more than 100,000 people boarded airplanes, endured long security lines and uncomfortable flights, and then arrived at their destinations just as they had planned. The day before, and the day before that, hundreds of thousands of people purchased tickets on airlines or boarded private airplanes. Once onboard they read magazines, watched movies, or simply rested until their planes landed safely on runways. Day after day, thousands of successful flights add credence to the extraordinary safety of flight transportation.

  Millions of people routinely accept the risk of death from what seem to be simple activities without giving them a second thought. Walking across the street, driving a car on the highway, and even riding a bicycle have exponentially higher risks than flying in an airplane; yet, flying often conjures up the fear of a horrific death in the public imagination.

  In order to overcome the fear of flying, you have to fully understand just how safe it is to fly. The probability of dying in a tragic plane accident is so remote it can be difficult to comprehend. I call it the “11 million to 1” rule. The odds of being killed in an airplane accident are less than 1 in 11 million. With those favorable odds even the most skittish of flyers are willing to accept the risk.

  However, when an airplane’s engines do flame out and the plane plummets to earth from 30,000 feet, you are told to brace for impact. The 1 in 11 million statistic becomes real—you are the unlucky “1”!

  Bracing for Impact tells the unimaginable personal stories of these unlucky ones—those who have suffered the horror of a deadly plane crash but who were miraculously given a second chance. The stories are captivating and enlightening, providing a perspective only survivors of airplane accidents can share, as well as a perspective that, as an accident investigator, I rarely have the opportunity to hear.

  David Soucie

  CNN Safety Analyst

  Author of Safer Skies, Malaysia Airlines Flight 370,

  and Why Planes Crash


  INTRODUCTION: FLYING INTO FATE

  For those who belong to the unenviable club of people who have survived a plane crash, talking about the experience is not always easy. Some, understandably, avoid the topic entirely because it can trigger an eruption of symptoms most commonly associated with post-traumatic stress disorder. Others can discuss the events of the crash with little effect, as though it happened to someone else.

  Bracing for Impact is based on a series of interviews with survivors of both small plane and large commercial airline crashes. The book, more than a factual account of the tragedies themselves, explores the impact on victims’ lives afterward. Despite the circumstances surrounding a crash, very few people walk away from such a life-changing event unscathed in some fashion.

  Our intent is not to frighten anyone away from flying. Traveling by plane has evolved from being a special occasion, requiring passengers to dress accordingly, to an everyday part of many people’s lives. There are very few of us who don’t hear the faraway drone of a plane overhead at some point during the day.

  The ambient buzz from plane engines has become such an integral part of our daily background noise that few even notice it. On the contrary, when the 9/11 attack on New York City and the ash clouds from Iceland’s volcanic eruptions closed airports in the United States and Europe, respectively, it was the eerie, unexpected silence overhead that caught people’s attention.

  There’s also a story behind the personal accounts documented here.

  In 2007, as the popularity of Facebook exploded on the Internet, coauthor Lindy Philip was one of millions who jumped at the opportunity to connect with family and friends. But she was also intrigued by how Facebook allowed groups of like-minded strangers to come together.

  Having lived through a plane crash herself, Lindy knew there were other survivors in this large virtual world. So, she created a private Facebook group and sat back to see what would transpire.

  Slowly, other plane crash survivors found the online group and a loose network began to form. The Facebook group continues to grow, and while most members are not active on a regular basis, those with an unusual shared past support each other by expressing experiences, views, fears, and achievements within a community that shares one commonality.

  As a freelance writer and plane crash survivor, Robin Suerig Holleran instinctively knew that there were other stories of survival worth telling. Having recounted her own story numerous times over the years, she realized firsthand that most people are curious to know how one recovers physically and emotionally from such an event.

  Going down in a plane and knowing beyond a doubt that your life is about to end—and then surviving—is both exhilarating and traumatic. The terror is difficult to describe, as is the residual emotion that lives inside nearly all survivors for the rest of their lives. It’s hard for anyone who has not been in a similar situation to fully appreciate the effect.

  Robin’s initial account of her harrowing experience received Honorable Mention in the Writer’s Digest 75th Annual Writing Competition. The contest attracted nearly ten thousand submissions, so to stand out at all was significant. But, during the time she wrote the two thousand-word article, Robin was also high on painkillers and strapped in a body brace from neck to hip—and cringes when she reads the essay today.

  Initially, when Robin first had the idea for this book in 2011, she reached out to members of Lindy’s Facebook group and asked if anyone was interested in being interviewed and sharing their experiences. Some agreed and others declined. Sharing was a very personal, and often brave, decision for those who participated.

  As preliminary interviews gave Robin a feel for how her writing project might take shape, what struck her was how differently people coped with their tragedies. Robin was ready to send a book proposal to prospective publishers; however, she had a major health event that put the project on hold.

  Fast forward to 2014.

  Lindy knew that Robin was a writer who was toying with the idea of creating a book. Robin hadn’t really thought about it much for a few years, but Lindy was insistent. She said the time was right and her intuitions were spot on.

  The two formed a unique collaboration. Robin was the writer and Lindy was the force working behind the scenes to keep the Facebook group active, reaching out to members who were interested in being a part of the project, doing interviews over the next several months, providing editorial support and constructive criticism, being a motivator . . . and all the other “stuff” that needs to happen to make a project like this a reality.

  Ironically, the two women had never met in person until about six months into the project because Lindy lives on the west coast of Canada and Robin resides in the New York City area. At last, Lindy came to New York with a couple of friends for a girls’ weekend.

  Robin hopped on a train and met Lindy for a drink in Penn Station. When they finally came face-to-face, they were wearing nearly identical outfits: black pants cropped at the calf and bright shirts splashed with shades of vibrant yellow, green, and red. Of course, they both laughed but the coincidence was just one of many they discovered along the way.

  Lindy and Robin are grateful that Facebook brought them together and thankful to the members of the group and others who agreed to revisit the painful and traumatic events of their own crash incidents. Their stories of survival during and after the crashes are amazing and there were times when Robin had to put the writing aside because the stories caused her to choke up and break out in a cold sweat.

  Through their unwavering resilience, all the survivors documented in this book have accomplished much despite often overwhelming odds. These individuals are living proof that, although it sometimes takes years on a bumpy, circuitous route, it is indeed possible to overcome significant physical and emotional setbacks.

  This book, based on heartfelt interviews conducted in 2014, detailed research, and thoughtful fact checking, is the next chapter for those who participated. We apologize in advance for any inadvertent errors or omissions; each accident is based on the perspective of the person being profiled. It is certainly possible, and even probable in some cases, for two people at the same crash site to have had two entirely different experiences. In fact, three members of Lindy’s Facebook group were all on the plane that crashed in Little Rock, Arkansas, one of whom is profiled in “Amazing Grace” (page 119).

  People do survive plane crashes, but some people don’t. In the time that Lindy and Robin started this book until the time that it was submitted to Skyhorse Publishing, major commercial disasters took the lives of nearly 300 in Ukraine, another 350 people in Southeast Asia in three separate accidents, 150 in Europe, and 116 in western Africa, as well as many others in smaller commercial and private plane crashes.

  Bracing for Impact is dedicated to plane crash survivors as well as those who are left behind after an aviation tragedy. “Aftermath” (page 177) includes interviews with family members of victims who were able to funnel their grief to make the skies safer and to provide much-needed support to others struggling to come to terms with sudden loss from a plane crash.

  
    LIGHTNING CAN STRIKE TWICE

    Until her crash in 2005, author Robin Suerig Holleran had always assumed that she was safe in the air because the odds were in her favor. Her mother’s stepfather was killed, along with forty-nine others, when a Pan Am flight crashed in the jungles of northern Brazil on April 29, 1952. Dan Radasma was the vice president of the Borneo Sumatra Trading Company in the New York office. He was coming home from a business trip to Rio de Janeiro when he died.

    What are the chances of a second crash happening within the same family? In the case of the Suerigs, apparently pretty good. Besides Dan’s untimely death, Robin and her father were in near fatal crashes and her brother fell from about three hundred feet when he was riding in an ultralight that faltered on takeoff. Robin still hasn’t decided whether she, her father, and her brother were extremely lucky to have survived—or if a public service announcement should be made any time one of them boards a plane.

    In addition, during the writing of this book, Lindy was introduced to a Canadian man who has survived three crashes on regional commercial airlines. And then there is the well-publicized case of Justin Hatch, a young man who survived two plane crashes. The first, in 2003, killed his mother and two siblings; the second, in 2011, took the lives of his father and stepmother just ten days after he’d committed to play basketball for the University of Michigan. Although Justin was in a coma for two months with a brain injury, fractured ribs, and a punctured lung, he was still able to score a point as a freshman in the last seconds of an exhibition game against Wayne State University.

    Don’t ever believe that lightning can’t strike in the same place twice. It actually can—and does.

  


  SOMEONE NEEDS TO BUY ME A LOTTERY TICKET

  
    December 27, 2005

    Cessna Cardinal

    Locust Grove, GA
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  Robin Suerig Holleran. Photo credit Diane Terry.

  

  As told by coauthor Robin Suerig Holleran.

  Whenever my own plane crash comes up in conversation, three things happen: there’s usually a moment of stunned silence, then an exclamation of “Oh my God!” followed by the inevitable question: “Robin, did you think you were going to die?”

  The honest answer is yes; there was no doubt in my mind. After all, when you’re cruising in a single-prop plane at two thousand feet and your pilot, and brother-in-law, tells you that there’s a “problem” moments before the engine freezes, death isn’t such a far-fetched concept.

  Two days after Christmas, I learned the true meaning of the word “terror.” It went far beyond anything I’d experienced in the first forty-five years of my life. Electricity soared through my veins as though I’d stuck a wet finger in an electrical outlet. It honestly wouldn’t have surprised me if every hair on my head was standing straight up in the air.

  I’d driven to Atlanta with my three kids to visit my sister Kathy during the holiday break. Soon after we got there, I asked her husband, Al, to take us to see his plane at a small airport nearby.

  It seemed like a good idea at the time to get the kids out of the house and burn off some pent-up energy after the fourteen-hour drive from New Jersey. It was one of those crisp winter days when the sun is strong and warm on your face, but you still need a thick sweater.

  My kids and their college-age cousin, Sarah, helped pull the four-seat Cessna out of the hangar and onto the tarmac. The boys, Patrick and Connor, had goofy grins and peppered Al with questions. My daughter, Morgan, on the other hand, was quiet and seemed a little apprehensive. I’ve always loved to fly and hadn’t been in a small plane since college, when I used to fly for fun with a couple of friends who had their pilot licenses. This was the kids’ first time.

  As she sat in the back seat, Morgan’s eyes grew as wide as saucers and her eyebrows rose impossibly high as the plane took off. I laughed. She was, after all, a twelve-year-old girl. The boys were pumped.

  Patrick, Morgan, and Connor went up for a twenty-minute spin, at one point flying low enough so I could take pictures. At the end of their ride, the children disembarked and it was my turn. Sarah chose not to accompany me, openly admitting that she wasn’t a big fan of small planes, and hung out with her cousins on the ground instead.

  We took off just as dusk’s first mellow pinks and purples began to stain the sky.

  My brother-in-law, Al, wanted to show me a nearby fly-in community with a private landing strip called Mallard’s Landing because he was contemplating moving there. Unfortunately, we never quite made it.

  After only a few minutes in the air, Al said, “Something’s wrong. We’re losing power.”

  “Don’t say that. It’s not funny,” was all I could choke out, the palms of my hands instantly covered in sweat.

  As if on cue, there was a dull clunk, and the single propeller on the nose of the plane—just a few feet in front of my shocked and disbelieving eyes—froze in place.

  An eerie silence engulfed the plane. We’d gone from a deafening engine roar to only a surreal whooooshhh of air rushing past the window. The plane glided for a few painful moments and then the nose started dipping down toward the earth below.

  Fear flooded every pore in my body. I couldn’t believe this was happening. We were going down, and there was no landing strip or runway anywhere in sight.

  Whooooshhh . . .

  Animal-like groans eked from my gut as I pressed myself back hard into the seat. I remember not knowing what to do with my hands. I wanted to hold onto something, anything, but at the same time I was telling myself no talking, no screaming, no touching anything or doing anything to distract Al because he was our only chance of surviving. Later, Al would tell me that I kept moaning, “No, no, no . . .” although I have no recollection of it.

  Al called a mayday into the control tower at Tara Airport where we’d taken off and asked them to send someone to sit with my three kids and their cousin on the tarmac.

  Whooooshhh . . .

  In the small, cramped cabin, with the engine so close it seemed to be in our laps, the only way Al and I could communicate was through the headsets we were both wearing. I learned later that my youngest son Connor was listening to the handheld radio Al had given him. When he told Sarah that something was wrong with our plane, she flipped off the radio and said, “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

  I’m grateful that they weren’t listening to the crash as it unfolded.

  It was rush hour and traffic clogged the road below us. Perhaps it was his military training, but somehow Al maintained his self-control and never panicked as he aimed the plane toward an excavated field below us.

  It took about two or three minutes from the time the engine stopped until we hit the ground, which might sound like a short period of time but I can tell you that it felt like an eternity.

  As the plane continued to lose momentum and started falling from the sky, the strangest thing happened. I’m not a religious person and can count on one hand how many times I’ve been in church other than for weddings, but as we started rocketing toward the red Georgia clay below, a peculiar calm swept over me. It was almost a resigned acceptance of the inevitable. I was going to die and there was absolutely nothing I could do about it.

  My life didn’t flash before my eyes and, oddly, I didn’t think of my kids or anyone else. Instead, with an almost detached curiosity, I stared at the ground rushing up to us and thought, Well, I guess I get to find out for myself whether there really is a God. Wonder if I’ll see a sign—a flash of light, perhaps—when we hit.

  We barely skimmed over the power lines. I was sure the plane was going to get snagged and send us into a cartwheel.

  We slammed into the ground and there was a sickening screech of twisting metal. The wheels sank into the muddy ground, the nose jerked down, and the plane jolted to a stop.

  Pain coursed through my body. Every inch from my neck to my hips screamed. I’ve broken more than my fair share of bones over the years and knew I was in trouble. The pain was through the Richter scale.

  The plane was tilted to my side. I pulled the seat belt latch and pushed the door open, tumbling into the red mud still damp from a recent rain. I learned later that the wing was dipping into a foundation that had been dug for construction of a shopping center. Al couldn’t see it from the air. Had we landed a few feet to the right, we surely would have slammed into the foundation’s dirt wall and been killed.

  The smell of the moist earth was somehow comforting. I wiggled my toes and knew I wasn’t paralyzed. I just lay there gasping, trying to tamp down the pain.

  In the back of my brain, I heard Al shouting for someone to call 911.

  Suddenly a round, country-boy face appeared out of nowhere, inches from my face. Dressed in worn denim overalls, the man asked earnestly in a thick Southern accent, “Ma’am, ma’am, are you okay?”

  I couldn’t speak and I’m sure I gave him one of those duh looks that teenagers reserve for their parents.

  This man whipped off his trucker cap and placed it across his chest. He laid his other hand on the top of my head and began an emotional discourse: “May the Lord please deliver this woman from her pain.”

  I shut my eyes. Maybe I really was dead.

  The man jerked back and I heard Al yell at him to get the hell away.

  As the sky grew dark, voices swirled around me, asking if there was any gas leaking. Several emergency medical technicians gently pulled me out from under the plane’s wing. They cut off my sweater and rolled me onto a stretcher.

  Holding a penlight in his mouth, a man in his early- to mid-thirties with sandy brown hair was trying to start an IV but my normally prominent veins had started to collapse from shock. I muttered protests; my fear of needles somehow still got the better of me. But then my muddled mind started to wrap around the fact that I was actually alive!

  “What did you say?” He looked puzzled, to say the least.

  “Someone needs to buy me a lottery ticket. This is the luckiest day of my life,” I whispered.

  He stared at me. I’m sure he thought that I had also been head-injured.

  Sirens wailed and the whoop, whoop, whoop of helicopter blades burped overhead.

  “Why are there helicopters?” I asked.

  “We need to get you to a hospital,” he said.

  “But I was just in a plane crash. Can’t I go in an ambulance? Please,” I said between gasps.

  “It’ll take too long, it’s rush hour,” he said. And that was the end of that conversation.

  We waited and the whoop, whoop, whoop got closer.

  “Is that it?” I asked.

  “No, that’s the news helicopter.”

  Geez. I thought that only happened in Los Angeles.

  It was dark and the technician sitting next to me in the helicopter reminded me of an astronaut with his helmet and flight jumper. He kept leaning close to look in my eyes—probably to see if I was losing consciousness.

  Seconds after landing at Grady Memorial Hospital in downtown Atlanta, I was whisked off to the emergency room. A half-dozen masked physicians surrounded me, all peering down and firing off questions about where it hurt. Orders were barked for X-rays as braces were snapped over my torso and neck. The faces blurred and the pain thankfully receded with the first shot of morphine.

  And then everyone was gone.

  Just me and my painkillers . . . wooeeee . . .

  On the other side of a flimsy blue plastic curtain, medical staff wrestled with a deranged patient as I stared at an arc of dried blood on the ceiling above me, wondering vaguely how it had gotten there.

  Rocking in and out of consciousness, I heard conversation drifting past. “Another gunshot wound . . . plane crash . . . fractured back . . . Did he have a seizure and then hit his head or did he hit his head and then have seizure? Anyone know?”

  A tsunami of nausea from the painkillers washed over me.

  “Help, I’m going to get sick. Please, help,” I squeaked.

  No one came, so I tipped my head to the side and threw up all over the floor.

  A woman (or at least I think it was a woman) peeked from behind the curtain, wrinkled her nose in disgust, and backed up the way she came. Occasionally, my head wobbled to the side of the gurney to check and, yep, my vomit was still on the floor—even hours later as I was wheeled to a different intensive care room.

  My family showed up after making their way through the metal detectors, just as I was being wheeled out for an MRI. My daughter Morgan huffed when I kept asking if the plane was okay in my drug-induced haze. Like who cares?

  The hallway was filled with people on gurneys. Some were handcuffed with an officer nearby, others were just waiting. I guess they sent me to Grady Memorial because it was a busy trauma center, but it was busy with mostly inner-city emergencies.

  I lay quietly in the clunking imaging machine, my eyes glued to the blood splatter and flecks of gore on the inside of the tube.

  Even to a layperson, the MRI images that came back told a frightening story. We’d hit the ground so hard that a vertebrae in my mid-back burst, sending bone chips out the sides to within millimeters of my spinal cord. The vertebra was now lopsided and, where the bone had cracked, it looked like a black magic-marker line had been drawn right through the middle.

  The seat belt had cracked my sternum so I couldn’t sleep in a bed for weeks because it hurt too much to breathe while flat on my back. I also learned about the pain of real-life whiplash, something I’d previously dismissed as a lawyer’s disease.

  As I drifted in and out of a fog during my stay at the hospital, my father, an emergency room doctor from Connecticut, sat in a chair next to my bed. He waited—and waited—to speak to someone on the elusive trauma team assigned to my case. But no one came. Instructions mysteriously appeared for the attending nurses, but not once during my four-day stay did a physician come in to talk to us or to examine me despite my dad’s explicit requests.

  This place was far different from the hospital where my father worked and that I’d come to know growing up. Not that I cared much at the moment (the drugs made sure of that), but the steam building behind my father’s ears was becoming more and more noticeable, even to me.

  At some point one night, the automatic blood pressure monitor that inflated and deflated on my arm slipped over an intravenous feed while I dozed. Awakening, I ripped off the pumping sleeve and pulled the bloody glob out of my arm. When a nurse finally did arrive, she gave me a snotty look, took the mangled mess, and, without cleaning the blood off my arm, reattached the blood pressure monitor. Even in my haze, this didn’t seem right.

  On the third day, my father asked me to sit. Then he asked me to stand. As I clutched his arm and teetered to my feet, still bound firmly in neck and back braces, a nurse rushed in.

  “You can’t do that! You need permission from the doctor,” she said, obviously flustered.

  “You go get permission if you want; I’m going to see if she can stand,” my father growled.

  Moments later, three people clustered at the doorway, looks of alarm spreading on their faces.

  “She’s leaving tomorrow,” he said calmly, but without room for negotiation.

  Equipped with a prescription for painkillers and an appointment with a neurosurgeon in Connecticut, we left the hospital on a quiet New Year’s Eve morning. Although there had been a couple of nurses who truly seemed to care, the hospital stay had been a nightmare on top of the plane crash. All four intensive care rooms I’d been in had blood splatter on either the walls or ceiling. Encrusted remnants of food stuck on table trays and dirt and grime were smeared everywhere.

  Several pilot friends of Al’s offered to fly us home, but low-lying cloud cover filled with ice hung along the East Coast, eliminating that option for any plane without deicing capabilities. And the seats on commercial flights couldn’t tilt back enough for me to make the trip in my Frankenstein suit.

  Early the next morning, my father and I began the fifteen-hour drive home in a large rented SUV with wide reclining seats. Severe weather forecasts both in Atlanta and the New York area gave us a window of just one day to get home. Percocet was my very good friend during the ride.

  Up north, we accomplished more with the neurosurgeon and radiologist in ninety minutes than we had over four days in the Atlanta hospital. Even better, I made it home to be with my children on my forty-fifth birthday.

  My then-husband picked up our kids from school the day I got home without mentioning a thing. At the risk of sounding melodramatic, I have to say that the smiles and tears on their faces when they walked in the door was the best birthday present I’ve ever had. It was as though I was seeing them for the first time. If things had turned out differently, my only regret would have been not watching them grow up.

  After coming so close to losing everything, I couldn’t help but wonder why I’d been so lucky. A week before my accident, our little town had been rocked to the core when two cheerleaders—one of whom lived only a few doors away—were killed in a car accident coming home from practice on an icy winter night. About a month afterward, a young, recently married teacher I knew well was killed in another car accident.

  I was consumed with guilt and kept feeling like I’d dodged a bullet that hit someone else. In the end, I decided that I must have been spared because I had unfinished business that needed to be taken care of. I needed to be here for my children.

  As terrifying and difficult as the accident was, I’d do it all over again if it meant making sure that none of them would be on the plane when we went down—a possibility I can’t even consider.

  Al, on the other hand, said it never dawned on him that we might die.

  “Part of pilot training is always preparing for the worst-case scenario. I wasn’t that concerned until the plane stopped the way it did. We essentially went from fifty to zero miles per hour in seconds,” Al said. “I admit, though, that it did take about six hours for my adrenaline to stop pumping and my heart rate to go down.”

  That’s not to say that Al is immune to fear. While serving in the first Gulf War in the early 1990s as a firing battery commander, charging in front of tanks through fire and exploding artillery, there had been times when he’d expected to die. But he wasn’t rattled on that cold, winter day outside Atlanta, at least not until he went back to the crash site the next day and saw the demolished plane.

  It’s a miracle that Al kept his cool and we survived. It’s also a miracle that the engine didn’t fail when my kids were flying in the same plane just minutes before me, or that the bone fragments didn’t puncture my spinal column, or that any number of other things I don’t like to dwell on didn’t happen. Even Sarah turning off the radio at Al’s first words of an emergency saved my children from the trauma of having to listen to their terrified mother’s voice as she faced what she thought was imminent death.
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