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One

The Crash of Maule N5629J

November 27, 1994




Joshua Approach, Maule N5629-Juliet, over,” I say.

Both of my passengers, who are wearing headphones, listen in with me. But all we hear is static.

“It’s OK, Lloyd,” I say. “They can’t pick us up with these mountains obstructing our radio transmission. We usually make contact with them around Owens Valley.”

I scan the instrument panel. The altimeter reads 12,000 feet above sea level, a safe altitude in this part of California’s Sierra Nevada, even though the tallest peaks here rise to heights greater than 14,000 feet. Our airspeed is 145 mph, and our heading, as we fly toward the Inyo Mountains and Death Valley, is 020 degrees. Holding the plane straight, I adjust the elevator trim, a wheel on the floor that helps level the plane in flight, and Maule N5629-Juliet smooths out.

“Boy, it’s cold up here,” Lloyd mutters through chattering teeth. “But I love it,” he adds with an ear-to-ear grin. It’s clear by the look on his face that Lloyd Matsumoto, a fifty-seven-year-old drug and alcohol counselor for the city of Long Beach, is having the time of his life. It’s his first trip and, captivated by all these awesome views, he is not sure what to photograph first, so he snaps photos at everything he sees.

Cold air is seeping into the cockpit, so I check the exterior air temperature gauge. It reads ten below zero. No wonder I feel chilled. I pull off a glove and zip up my jacket.

Also penetrating the cockpit is the deafening roar of the 235-horsepower engine and the chopping rhythm of the propeller. Fortunately, our headsets muffle most of this extraneous noise and the three of us can communicate easily through the onboard intercom system.

“Which way this time?” asks Waverly “Wave” Hatch from the seat behind me and Lloyd. Unlike Lloyd, Wave is an experienced flyer. He knows that from our present position, we can head over to Yosemite, the Mammoth Mountain Ski Area, or Owens Valley. From Mount Whitney we can fly to Lee Vining, a small airport resting at an elevation of 6802 feet, slightly north of Mammoth on the shores of Mono Lake close to the Nevada state line.

“Why don’t we head east and check out Mount Whitney and then go on to Owens Valley?” I suggest.

I scan the skies for other aircraft. Not one in sight. What an extraordinary view. Although Alaska can boast the sixteen highest peaks in the United States, including the 20,320-foot Mount McKinley, California’s Mount Whitney, rising to 14,494 feet, is the tallest peak in the lower forty-eight states. Discovered in 1864 by the American geologist Josiah Dwight Whitney, this towering peak rises at the eastern border of Sequoia National Park. Mount Whitney and the surrounding 13,000-foot peaks are magnets for climbers and hikers from all over the world. From the air, one can see the sides of Mount Whitney have been burnished by ancient glaciers that once flowed down to the valleys of the Kern and Owens rivers. These days no glaciers remain, but a ten-foot snow base, from recent snowstorms, now blankets the mountain.

Not more than a hundred miles from the lofty Mount Whitney is the lowest point in the Western Hemisphere, Death Valley, an area the size of Connecticut, and in the summer the hottest spot in North America. Tourists flock to be photographed alongside a sign on the desert floor that reads “BADWATER, 282 feet/66 meters below sea level.” At the peak of the summer season, temperatures reach 125 degrees and more.

This remote area is brimming with wildlife. As we fly over the mountains and across the high desert floor, we can spot deer and coyote in the skag brush and in the ravines cut out of the earth by the hard rains that flood the desert floor. Mount Whitney’s windswept summit is home to hardy flocks of rosy finches. When they are not looking for handouts from hikers, these tame little brown and pink birds devour the insects that have been blown up the slope from lower elevations or have become trapped in melting ice or frozen on the surface of the snowfields. More visible in and around the lakeshore are the sage grouse, palm warblers, tundra swans, hawks, owls, ducks, Western bluebirds, American pipits, and indigo buntings in an array of sizes and colors. As soon as they hear the roar of the plane over the lake, they flock together in tight formation and their movements suddenly become sharp, erratic, and ungraceful.

The Maule’s reflection in Mono Lake below is calming and gives me a sense of inner peace. This is one of the true pleasures of flying. Framing the view are clouds of all shapes and sizes. I scan the instrument panel, paying special attention to our fuel consumption. With a piston-driven engine that has a carburetor instead of fuel injection, the pilot must adjust the fuel and air mixture to achieve maximum engine performance, using the Lean Mixture knob. When the knob is pulled out the fuel is reduced, making the mixture “leaner.” Push the knob in and the mixture is enriched. If the flow of fuel is excessive, the engine underperforms, horsepower is reduced, and fuel is consumed unnecessarily.

The plane is equipped with three transparent doors, two up front and one in back. Most people who have flown in the Maule remember the “greenhouse” visibility these three Plexiglas doors provide. To some, the Maule is a flying glass-bottom boat.

What we see all around us is breathtaking. The majestic mountain peaks are covered with freshly fallen snow. The Spanish settlers named the Sierras for Spain’s highest mountain range, the Sierra Nevada, which means “snowy range.” Here and there, we can see giant sequoias rising a hundred feet or more above the white earth.

I follow the Kern River with its frozen waterfalls and gigantic pillars of ice. Every time I pass here I’m inspired again to take up ice climbing. Then, after I gaze across this staggering wilderness, so rugged and frozen, I’m glad to be flying up here at 12,000 feet where I am able to take the easy way out of this wilderness by a mere turn of the steering yoke. This section of the river is bounded by steep, rocky canyon walls. At the river’s edge, huge boulders covered with snow and ice are positioned like sentinels guarding the rapids.

As I assimilate the mountainous landscape, I continually check for a place where I could turn the craft around, or ditch it should that be necessary. It would be a tough crash landing out here in this wilderness. I look for a clearing, a patch of white. Unknown to Lloyd and Wave, whenever I fly, I frequently scan for such a clearing, even though I am confident I’ll never need one.

“OK, Wave,” I say. “In fifteen minutes I’ll switch tanks and start burning fuel from the other wing.”

“We’re right on schedule,” says Wave.

In order to equalize the weight in the wings so that the plane will fly straight and level with little input from the controls, I have to burn off the fuel equally in each wing. This is accomplished by setting a stopwatch at one-hour marks, then switching the fuel petcock from wing to wing.

I am chilled to the bone. “These Maule heaters ain’t worth shit,” I shout out in frustration to no one in particular. Part of the problem is that the Maule’s Plexiglas doors are not adequately sealed to prevent cold air from seeping into the cockpit. Moreover, I’m not adequately dressed for the cold. All I have on is a T-shirt, a hooded sweatshirt, a lightweight double-layer ski jacket, briefs, long johns, jeans, gym socks, and sneakers. Fortunately, I have my Gore-Tex ski gloves and sunglasses to protect my eyes from the intense sun rays. And for sentimental reasons, I have my personal Maule cap, a white baseball cap with a picture of a Maule embroidered on it.

“If you want, we can make that heater work a whole lot better,” says Wave. He not only is a skilled pilot and professional aircraft mechanic, but is gifted at making and fixing anything. I yearn for the day when I can fly my Maule through cold country with the luxury of a good heater on board.

It is so cold in the cockpit that each of us exhales thick puffs of vapor with each breath. I pull up my sweatshirt hood. Within moments I feel a bit warmer. By contrast, the prop and engine love the cold. Colder air is denser, and the prop bites it better. I check the clock. It is only 10:25 a.m., an ideal time for mountain flying because the air is still dense, crisp, and cool. In just a few hours, the sun will start to warm the air and thin it out.

No matter the terrain, I always pay attention to the slightest change in atmospheric conditions. Trees swaying in the wind may be a sign of impending updrafts, downdrafts, and turbulence. The winds can grow so strong that they push the plane off course.

Being tossed around as a result of turbulence is an unpleasant experience. A small craft flying through turbulence is akin to a pebble being bounced around in a soda can. Planes have even been ripped apart and violently thrown to the ground. Wings have been torn off by wind shear, causing the plane to spiral helplessly to earth.

I also pay close attention to the color of the ground. Wherever I see a change on the terrain color, I anticipate turbulent air. This is due to the uneven heating and cooling of the earth’s surfaces. Rocks, especially dark rocks and asphalt roads, absorb the heat from the sun’s rays quickly, while dirt, trees, bushes, and water collect the heat more slowly. It’s like when you buy a car. You may love the color black, but you know in the summer it’s going to be intensely hot; a white car will reflect the heat, keeping the car cooler. Air masses rising at different rates from different types of terrain is one cause of turbulence.

“On the way back, why don’t we go to Santa Barbara for dinner,” Wave suggests.

“Great idea,” I say and then turn to Lloyd. “You’re going to love the setup in Santa Barbara.”

Lloyd fiddles with his camera without comment. I can’t see whether he’s snapping pictures or just playing around. Finally, he asks, “What’s in Santa Barbara?”

“When you fly in, a car picks you up and brings you to a restaurant that overlooks the ocean,” I say. “Not only do they have great food, but while you are dining, you can watch other planes and helicopters swooping down and taking off. Then, when you’re ready to leave, a car picks you up and drops you off at your plane.”

Lloyd loves the idea and his excitement registers on his face. Meanwhile, Wave continues filming with his video camera and talking up a storm. As for me, I’m in heaven. I love the mountains. I love the Maule. I love the sound of its roaring engine. And then I begin thinking, Man, I can’t wait to fly this thing to Alaska and then around the world.

Anticipating some turbulence, I tighten my seat belt and remind Lloyd and Wave to do so, too. The Maule is equipped with a basic seat belt—one strap goes around the waist and the other across the chest and over the shoulder, very much like an auto seat belt.

“It’s real ugly down there,” I say. “Not a flat spot to be found. It would be hard even for a helicopter to land.”

In general, mountain crashes are fatal. Very few people have lived to talk about the horrifying experience. Many times the planes are never found. It is not uncommon for a wreck to be discovered years later by a hunter or hiker. Since the Maule is able to fly at slow airspeeds, if it were to go down, the impact speed could be reduced, giving the passengers a better chance of surviving the crash.

Unfortunately, the odds do not favor the pilot and those passengers seated up front. They usually die because they are the first to encounter the impact of a crash. The motor, instrument panel, and yoke are apt to crush them so badly that they are not recognizable. Jagged pieces of metal tear through flesh. Vital organs can be punctured. If the victim survives the impact of the crash, he may soon choke to death on his own blood. Rescue teams have made grisly discoveries: fingers, limbs, pieces of flesh in nearby trees. I have thought about what would it be like to survive a crash, pinned in the wreckage, then die as the plane goes up in flames.

Lloyd spots a beautiful peak, and he raises his camera to his eye. I’m concentrating on flying, though I hear Wave say from the back of the plane, “Higher and higher into the high Sierras.” It is time for another quick scan of the panel. Suddenly, in the midst of this check—BAMM!

We have hit a sudden violent turbulent patch of air. The nose of the Maule is pounded down while the tail end is kicked up. We’re cruising at about 145 mph. I quickly back off the throttle to reduce airspeed in an attempt to fly straight and level. Under turbulent conditions, the Maule must operate between 100 and 125 mph, or the plane may suffer severe airframe damage—a twisted fuselage or bent wings. When this happens, the controls can jam, making flying virtually impossible. The plane is being tossed about, and her wings are bowing up and down.

I press the intercom. “Hold on, boys. Lloyd, don’t touch the controls.”

Fortunately, we are flying at a safe altitude, so we have time to recover. Another gust of turbulence hits us, and I feel weightless in my seat, a condition called zero gravity. As soon as I reduce the power, the sound of the engine shifts from a raging roar, with the prop chopping hard and fast, to a quiet motionless idle. The altitude and vertical airspeed indicators show a loss of altitude. I can hear all sorts of stuff being bounced around. I control the yoke with my left hand and with my right I grab hold of the crossbars above me. I’m afraid that if my head hits the metal crossbars hard enough, I will be knocked unconscious. I’m moving the foot pedals that control the rudder, trying to get her straight and level. Airspeed now indicates 115 to 120 mph, which is fine. I quickly scan the terrain for a clearing. The mountains, cliffs, and trees, which were majestic sights just moments ago, are now images of terror, straight from hell.

Finally she becomes straight and level, and I apply power to get her climbing again. The worst seems to be over. I scan the terrain to see how best to turn the craft around. The elevation of the mountains in front of us far exceeds our present altitude. In no time we lost about 3000 feet. There are only two ways out of this mess. Either we climb up and over the mountains or we turn around. If we turn, we are apt to lose altitude and possibly reenter the turbulent patch.

A slow climb at full throttle should put us safely over the mountains, I decide. I head into a steep climb and continue straight ahead. About forty-five seconds later, flying at full throttle, I sense the craft is not climbing fast enough to clear the mountains ahead. Seeing that the manifold pressure is low, I pull the throttle knob out and push it back in quickly, hoping that maybe the carburetor was not fully open. She comes back alive, but I know she is not popping as hard as she should.

“Hold on, guys, we have a problem.” There is complete silence in the cockpit. The trees on the slopes ahead appear to be increasing in size.

“Brace yourselves in case we go down,” I shout through the intercom just as I spot a few white patches along the way. “The plane ain’t going to climb.” I am convinced that if I try to turn now, we may go straight into the trees totally out of control. Worse, the craft might stall and crash upside down. If that should happen, we’re sure to die.

“Hang on, we’re going down! I’m going to try and float her into the trees and scrub some speed off.”

We’re gliding just above the treetops now. Everything now appears as a streak of blurred images. Instinctively I know I must slow her down and stretch out the flight in order to reach a clearing that I spot just ahead. It isn’t much of a clearing—perhaps large enough for a helicopter—but it’s our only chance.

Wave and Lloyd are quiet. We’re short of the clearing when we make our first contact with the trees. I can hear them loudly stripping off parts of the plane. I try to assess the damage as it happens so that I can countersteer the craft with the remaining controls.

“Hang on! We’re not quite there!” The engine roars. I pull back the yoke to raise the nose. The wings flare, acting like an air brake, slowing her down. I want to make the plane drop through the trees like a helicopter. I hear banging and booming as she brushes the treetops. We’re moving as slowly as we can, but I’m being jostled so violently that I can’t hold my hand steady enough to find the throttle in order to pull it back and cut the engine; I also can’t reach the main circuit switch so that I can kill the power to prevent a fire from flying sparks. It feels like one of the ailerons and one side of the elevator have been destroyed. More parts of the craft are being ripped off. I don’t want the wheels to get caught in the trees for fear that we will be yanked down and slammed to the ground.

The seconds rush past. As the Maule keeps striking the treetops, I imagine being impaled in my seat by a single branch penetrating the side of the plane. I wonder who’s going to get it first. Wave, seated in back, is in the safest position; Lloyd and I are the most vulnerable. With the fuselage and tail of this lightweight Maule sheathed in fabric instead of aluminum, I imagine a tree limb driving through the belly of the craft and pinning my legs or waist, and then tearing my body in half as the plane dives forward.

We have no airspeed. We are about to drop like a rock, a hundred feet or so, into what appears to be a deep gorge.

Suddenly, I hear a monotone voice from over my left shoulder asking, “Am I going to die?” After a slight pause, which seems to stretch forever, a voice coming from my right answers, “No.” There is a momentary silence following which I feel like I’m being lifted from the cockpit. For a split second I look down through the plane’s cutaway roof and see the three of us hurtling toward death. Each of us is shrouded in dark shadows. The dense shadows in which I am cloaked brighten while those covering Wave lighten just a bit. But Lloyd remains covered in darkness.

Just managing to clear the hundred-foot sequoias, the Maule heads to its final resting place. The roar of the engine is still audible. The plane lurches, throwing me sideways despite my safety belt. I continue flying the craft, determined to wrestle it to a soft impact on the ground. It is our only chance for survival.

I grind my teeth, twist my mouth, and tell myself, Come on, you can do it. Again, as my body is being thrown about, I reach over and try to pull back the throttle. The final roar. And now the final pull of the prop.

I shout, “We’re going to hit!”









Two

Escaping the Wreck

November 27




Maule N5629-Juliet, its tail protruding from the white blanket, made it to the clearing and she’s now leaning on her left wing, engine, and propeller. The plane is dwarfed by the massive sequoia trees, boulders, and cliffs surrounding it. A frozen stream—runoff from snow that melted during the daylight hours—passes through the clearing. We are at about 8800 feet in a shaded area inside a large ravine. We are in California’s Golden Trout Wilderness.

The only witnesses to our disaster are the wildlife that inhabit the vast rugged territory of the Sierra Nevada. There is complete silence. I’m pinned in the cockpit seat. Blood is flowing down my face, some into my eyes, from gashes on my head. I’m trying to focus my right eye. Objects seem to fade in and out and I’m seeing double images, triple images, then double images again. As I try to regain vision with my right eye, I feel like a piece of steel has been driven through my left eye and into my skull. Things again go blurry and everything is gray and meshed together.

I cough and discover I’m having trouble breathing. With each cough, I can taste a fresh warm pool of blood building up in my mouth around my tongue. I try to spit out the blood, but I’m gasping for air. As a result, I swallow some blood and some dribbles from the corner of my mouth.

As I fade in and out of consciousness a voice inside my head tells me, “Don’t panic, just relax and think.” I’m pinned in by the instrument panel and the steering yoke, which, as it turns out, snapped off after breaking my ribs on the right side. With the instrument panel placing severe pressure on my chest and crushing my ribs, it is virtually impossible for me to move.

That’s when I realize my arms and hands are trapped below the instrument panel. The only part on my body I can move is my head and that only with extreme difficulty.

Still in a daze, I’m uncertain how long I have been fading in and out. I become aware again of the complete silence in the craft. As I attempt to focus, everything is still a blur. I try to figure out what’s going on, and then I fade out again. I try to talk, but I can’t form any words.

Because the craft is resting on its nose and the left wing—my wing side—I’m bearing the full weight of Lloyd, who is leaning on me from the right and pinning me against my door. Lloyd is trapped in the copilot seat. Because of his slightly thicker torso, the instrument panel is crushing him, just short of impaling his chest and puncturing his organs. At the same time, because the tail is sticking straight up, gravity is forcing the three of us to lean forward. That means I’m bearing the full weight of Wave, who is leaning on me from behind and pushing me against what’s left of the instrument panel.

I break the silence with a moan of excruciating pain. Then I cough, spitting up blood. I attempt to take a deep breath and find myself gasping. With my lungs barely filled with air, I mutter, “Wave, you with me?” He does not reply.

I can now feel parts of my body that were torn by the metal. While trapped in the seat I slowly take inventory of my body. I can’t see my hands or feet because they are concealed by the twisted, demolished instrument panel. I slowly pull my head up and attempt to move my hands and feet to determine whether I am paralyzed, but I fail. Totally exhausted from the effort, my head falls forward. I am convinced that it’s only a matter of time before the Maule bursts into flames.

As I slump forward, I smile strangely. I recall a time when I was in love with a special girl. We spent as much time together as two people could. I can still see her walking and smiling; I’m holding her hand as she talks to me and I’m staring into her big beautiful blue eyes. Even though I yearn for her company, I thank God that she’s not aboard Maule N5629-Juliet.

“Boy, I loved her.”

I try to snap out of this delusion because death seems imminent.

The torturous pain causes me to shudder when breathing. Again, I break the silence with a groan of agony. My mind makes another attempt to power up, and my right eye opens slowly. Once again I try to wiggle my fingers and toes. I can move them, so I know that at least for the short term I will be able to hang in there. My spinal cord is intact and I’m not paralyzed. Then my head slumps forward very slowly, and my eye closes as I try to regain strength.

Again I mutter, “Wave, you with me?”

There’s a pause and then Wave painfully replies, “Owww, owww. Yeah, I’m here.”

I take a short breath and say, “Lloyd, you with me?”

Another pause and Lloyd gasps for breath. “I’ll be OK.”

“Wave, get us out of here. I can’t move. Lloyd’s pinned, too.”

“Yeah yeah, give me a minute.”

Time passes and yet Wave and Lloyd do not move.

“Wave, get out of the plane!” I say. “It’s going to go up in flames!”

“Yeah yeah just a minute.”

“Lloyd, you with me?”

Lloyd is still trying to catch his breath. “Yeah, give me a minute. I’ll be OK.”

But there is no movement in the cockpit. Only when I initiate the conversation do we engage. “Wave, get out of here now!” I demand.

“I can’t undo my belt. I’m trying, but it’s stuck.”

“We don’t have much time. Hurry.”

Wave says, “I can’t get it.”

Between coughing and spitting up blood, I manage to say, “OK, you guys, try not to lean on me. I’m going to try and bust out of here.”

Suddenly Wave’s weight from behind is reduced. But it’s very difficult for Lloyd to move because of the severity of his injuries and the angle of the craft. I gently lean my right shoulder and head into him and push slowly to the right to create a gap between us. He drifts back to the left, so I push to the right again as I say, “Hang in there, buddy. I’m going to get us out of here.”

I can see Lloyd’s face for the first time. He’s gasping desperately for air. “I’ll be OK,” he says. “Give me a minute.”

Lloyd’s eyes are closed and the upper half of his torso is slumped over. He seems to be concentrating on breathing to stay alive. But he is bleeding from his mouth and choking on his own blood. I am unable to help him even though I want to.

My door is buried in the snow and so badly destroyed that I can’t open it. Lloyd and I are pinned. Wave can’t get to his belt. And Lloyd appears to have sustained the worst of the injuries. Our only chance for survival is for me to break out of the wreckage.

As I’m trying to build up the strength to make an escape attempt, I begin to smell the forest and feel the cold air on my face. Through my right eye, the only one that works, I can see the blurred vapors of my breath.

The cockpit is no longer silent. Wave is groaning in pain with each breath; and as I slowly turn my head to the right, I see Lloyd coughing and choking.

The pain seems to lessen when I close my eyes. It is so easy just to stay pinned and wait for the plane to burst into flames. I begin to think, Why fight it? It’s too hard. Everything will be all right. Then another voice breaks in: “If I die, I’m gonna die trying.”

The Maule’s two skylights are almost directly above the pilot and copilot seats. These windows allow the pilot and copilot to spot other aircraft flying above, but I am going to use them to escape from the plane. I take a deep breath, then groan and hiss like a trapped animal. I position my head and swing it into the window in an attempt to break it out. The dull pounding pain from battering my skull against the window feels like what I imagine one would experience in trying to break through a car windshield.

I decide to be methodical. I wind up and swing my head again and again, changing the contact points on the window and my head. With each swing I seem to get stronger and more determined and fall into a slow battering rhythm.

Finally, exhausted, I stop and let out a groan. I can hear Wave groaning too, and Lloyd is still gasping. We have to get out.

Suddenly, my groaning becomes more like a raging roar as I resume slamming my head against the skylight window. I know I’m making progress because the window seems to have moved. After a few more swings I notice that there is room between my head and the window. I stop and rest because the next phase will impose severe pain.

I’m trying to inhale deeply, but what feels like broken ribs on my right side prevents me from filling up both lungs. I ask, “Lloyd, you with me? Lloyd?”

There’s a long pause. “I’ll be OK,” he says.

“Wave, you with me?”

“Still can’t get to my belt,” he says weakly.

Now that I have some clearance to work with I’m ready to make a final attempt to get free. I position my feet on what’s left of the control pedals and floor and begin to push with my legs. But that provokes a stab of such intense pain that I immediately stop. My left ankle is broken, I realize.

I take a deep breath to gather up my nerve. Groaning, I push toward the roof window. I’m forced to tilt my head for lack of clearance, but finally I’m able to slip my arms out from the wrecked instrument panel. I slide back down in the seat and groan in agony. My right shoulder feels broken too, and it feels like the rotator cuff is torn. No words can describe the blazing pain.

Yet, as I gasp for air I know I must keep trying. “Hang in there,” I tell Lloyd and Wave, “I’m going to break out of here.” With my good leg I push, and this time, with both arms free, I gain some leverage because I can brace myself against the interior of the craft. I slam the window with my head and left shoulder, a hard shot. The window pops out.

As I poke my head, shoulders, and arms through the opening, I’m careful to avoid ripping my flesh on the exposed jagged metal. When I’ve wriggled half my body out of the aircraft, I stop from pure exhaustion, leaning over so that my stomach and broken ribs rest on the window frame. That produces a fierce howl of pain. I immediately transfer all the pressure off my rib cage to my broken shoulder.

I’m afraid that if I don’t protect my ribs, I will puncture my lungs. At least I can use my elbow to support my weight. Finally, I am clear of the window. I slide over to the wing face first and then into the snow.

I slide headfirst, with my left arm extended into the snow. It gets into my jacket, prickling my body with cold. But I’m so tired and in so much pain that I just lie in the cold white blanket.

I know if I get wet this early on, I will be frozen solid once the sun goes down. I maneuver myself back against the Maule. I sit there gasping and groaning with a slight bend in my legs.

Moments later, I make my way to the front of the Maule to inspect the engine compartment for fire. I am struck by the harsh circumstances of our situation. To move merely a couple of feet exhausts me. I lean against the engine compartment, unable to see or smell smoke. I can hear a tiss, tiss, the sound of snow melting on the engine. From its steady rate I can tell the engine is still hot, but not red hot. By estimating the air temperature and the “tiss” sound I estimate that I was unconscious for about ten minutes and spent maybe another thirty minutes escaping the wreck.

The left wing is buried in the snow and appears to be lower or at an equal height to the engine. The right wing is in the air, though. That can be a potential hazard from fuel dripping down to the engine or making contact with the exhaust. As I make my way around the craft toward Lloyd’s side, I sniff the air for fuel. I figure at these temperatures in another fifteen minutes the engine will be too cold to ignite a fire. I am also concerned about sparks from the main power switch. Killing the main power is the safest action to take in the event of a crash. I’m not sure if I killed the switch, but I’m not going to turn it off now. That might cause sparks and start a fire.

I reach Lloyd and call out to him. He senses my presence and again says, “I’ll be OK, give me a minute.” This time his speech is weaker. He is so tightly pinned in the aircraft that, in my condition, I can’t extricate him by myself. I decide to help Wave first.

I make my way to the backseat door. I keep tripping on snow-covered logs and rocks. I ask Wave if he can get to his belt, and he says no. I tell him we are safe from fire, and we have time. By looking at the backseat, I can tell that it is going to be extremely difficult to reach Wave. The doors are too badly damaged for Wave to escape through them. Perhaps I can reach in through the broken glass door and unclip his belt.

It is going to take time to free Wave, so I tell him to hang on for a while. Since I will have to lie in the snow while trying to reach through the wreck to unclip him, I decide to put on extra clothes. I look in the baggage compartment, where I usually keep a pair of Sorel snow boots and ski bibs, and there they are. “OK, Wave, hang on. I’m going to take off my sneakers and get into my bibs and boots. Then I’ll free you, OK?”

“Yeah, yeah. OK.”

I can’t use my fingers. I can’t even make a fist with either hand. I have sustained at least ten deep cuts in each hand. Using my fingers like a fishhook, I drag out the plane cover first. Like a boat cover, the plane cover is wrapped around the plane’s front windshield, side windows and sunroof windows to protect them from the sun. Next I spread the cover out on the snow. I reach in and hook one boot at a time, then my bibs. Standing on the cover, I try to kick my left sneaker off without untying the laces. The broken ankle shoots out bolts of pain. Scrunching my eyes closed, I slide the left sneaker off and then the right one. The bibs go on and then the boots. I try to lace them, but I can barely move my fingers. I knot the boot laces as best I can so I won’t lose them.

I call to Wave with a painful stutter, “OK, here I come. When I unclip your belt you’re going to fall forward, so brace yourself. I don’t want you to fall into the instrument panel.”

“OK.”

I get on my knees and reach with my left arm into the destroyed fuselage. My face is pushed up against the outside of the craft as I reach inside for the buckle like a blind man. I find the belt at last and work my way down to the buckle. I fiddle around with it, but I can’t grip anything. I grind my teeth and force my fingers to bend just enough to unhook the buckle. With one pull, the buckle unclips. Wave is free.

“How do I get out of here?” he asks.

“Go out the way I did, through the skylight.”

“I can’t find the way, help me!”

“OK, wait a minute. Let me go around to the other side of the plane.”

“OK.”

I stumble through the snow once again, but with the boots and bibs I have more confidence. I climb back on the plane and tell Wave to climb up my arm. I reach in with my left arm. Wave grabs hold of it and uses it like a guide to move through the mangled wreckage. As he gets toward the top, I tell him to be careful not to scrape the jagged metal with his head. I’m in his way, so I slide back off the plane and collapse in the snow.

Wave climbs down from the wreckage and wades through the snow. As he brushes the white powder off his jacket and pants, he tells me he’s all right. He thinks he came through with only a couple of bruises. I’m lying in the snow, looking up at him. He says, “Wow, woo, that was something. I can’t believe we survived a mountain crash.”

About fifteen minutes have elapsed since I broke free from the wreck. I struggle to my feet. “Let’s get Lloyd out. But before we start, please help me with something.”

“What do you need?”

“Pull the steel from my left eye, OK?”

Wave tells me there’s not enough light to see, so we move to a spot that is not shaded by trees. Wave removes his gloves and I tilt my head back. Wave says he can’t see because of all the blood on my face. For better visibility, we wash the blood off with snow. Then Wave puts his fingers to my face and spreads what remains of my left eyelid and eyebrow.

“I don’t see anything,” Wave says. “Your eye may still be intact, but your eyelid is torn, and your face and head are starting to swell real bad. You’ve got cuts and gashes on your face and head, too.”

Wave marches through the snow, leading the way to Lloyd’s door. I follow in the footprints that I created earlier in the snow. When we reach Lloyd’s side, I call out to him. There is no reply, but he is breathing. We try to remove the door, but I have no strength. “Man,” Wave says, concerned, “he is pinned badly.”

We spend about forty-five minutes trying to extricate Lloyd, without success. We pull on the door; we try to slide the seat back; we even try to break the rails on the seat. What we need is a winch to pull the smashed metal apart or a saw to cut our way through.

Since I no longer have the full use of my hands and fingers, I ask Wave to grab the emergency locator transmitter (ELT). Fortunately, Wave is familiar with the Maule, and he knows it’s under the pilot’s seat. As a certified airframe and power plant mechanic (A&P), Wave has worked on the Maule and has flown in it often. (In the aviation world, a person can be certified to work solely on the frame of the aircraft, or he can be certified to work only on the engine, the power plant of the aircraft. Wave holds a dual certification, hence he is a certified A&P.)

The ELT, which is the size of a large walkie-talkie, functions by setting off a signal to aircraft flying overhead and passing satellites. After the ELT’s external antenna is extended, it must be manually activated in the event that it failed to automatically activate on impact.

If we are to save Lloyd, we must get help quickly. But there is a problem. When we started this flight, we had no set destination, so we did not file a flight plan. That means that two or more days might pass before anybody realizes we are missing. Common sense dictates that we immediately inventory our supplies and work out some sort of survival plan.

We search the rear of the plane to determine what survival gear is aboard. There are two large camping tarps; one side of each tarp is blue and the other side is silver. If we include the plane cover, we have three tarps. We find about twenty feet of rope and three flares. There are a lighter and a knife in the backseat. And in the flight bag we find two Maglites—a large one and a small one. Nine quarts of oil are in the baggage compartment, as are the wheel chocks, which are made of wood and rope. A black canvas tool bag holds assorted tools—vise grips, pliers, screwdrivers, wire cutters, spare spark plugs, and wire. There is a spare tube for the tail wheel and one empty plastic container.

We move to the front of the plane and begin to discuss our options. First, how long would it be before anyone wonders where we are or before it is officially determined that we are missing? Considering that it’s Sunday, November 27, around 12:45, we’d be lucky if by Monday afternoon Wave’s roommate or my business partner begins asking questions. But I’m a single guy who owns a software company and a part interest in another company. It would not be unusual for me not to contact my partner until late Monday afternoon or even Tuesday, possibly even Wednesday.

My father, who is staying at my house in California, might not act quickly either. Since he is handicapped and doesn’t move around very well in snow and ice, he visits me every year when the cold season starts in New England. He might also wait a couple of days before he questions my absence. He might think I went on a trip and want to be respectful of my personal life.

Wave, who works as an A&P at Long Beach Airport, also has a relatively flexible schedule. Chances are that he might not be missed if he failed to show up for work for two or three days. Perhaps, if he failed to return on Sunday night, his roommate might be suspicious. I knew Lloyd lived alone. He might have notified someone about the trip early this morning. But even if he did, how would anyone know where we are? It is quite clear to Wave and me that unless the ELT works, we might be here for a long, long time.

Even if a search for us begins on Tuesday, how would anyone know our exact position? And if we get pounded with more snow, a search-and-rescue effort might be precluded or at least delayed. Here in the center of the Sierra Nevada, about forty-five miles from the closest town, storms can last for a week. At our elevation of about 9000 feet we might also be subjected to cloud cover for days, thereby preventing a rescue.

If the weather breaks and the clouds lift, they may spend time searching a hundred miles to the north of us. Likewise, if the visibility at our elevation is good but it is cloudy at 11,000 feet, the searchers would not be able to clear the mountain passes and this too would prevent them from getting to us.

If we are extremely lucky, a search team might find us and land a helicopter about fifty yards away, but chances of that are slim. Even if they knew where we were but could not fly in, it would take a few days to reach us on snowmobiles and horses, because the snowmobiles would take them only partway in. They would have to hike in the rest of the way and we would all have to hike out.

Lloyd needs medical help immediately in order to save his life, and the chance of that is slim to none. At this time of year, it gets dark in the mountains by 4:15 p.m. In a best-case scenario, we’ll be able to set off the ELT, and be rescued on Monday. We both conclude that is very unlikely, and we should be prepared to survive for at least five to seven days. The big question is the weather: will Mother Nature be good to us?

Since the transmission is apt to be greatly reduced if the mountain blocks its signal, Wave and I decide that the ELT should be positioned on or near the peak. Then, at night, it should be brought back down and kept warm to conserve the batteries. The ELT uses only C batteries, and during the day the cold temperatures will steadily weaken them—at night the extreme cold will kill them.

We can make a fire. If a plane flies over, we can signal it by pouring oil on the fire and making black smoke. We can start the fire with the leftover fuel in the fuel lines and from the bottom of the tanks. We can use tarps and pieces of the craft to construct a fort. The Maule, being made of fabric, could insulate us from the ground. It does not conduct the cold as a metal plane would.

The Maule’s tail is sticking almost straight up out of the snow. Since the rudder and elevator are not completely mangled and both are free and clear from any trees or rocks, we could remove these two large control surfaces with our limited tools.

Once removed, these surfaces could provide the roof, walls, and floor of a fort. The elevator, being white on top and red on the bottom, can be used for the roof with the red side facing the sky to help searching aircraft spot us. The fabric that covers the fuselage belly and top could be cut and peeled back in large sections and used in conjunction with tree branches to help insulate the fort from the wind.

The horizontal stabilizer could be pried, bent, and beaten until it snaps off. Since it has the same paint scheme as the elevator, it too could help construct the roof with its red side facing the sky. The red engine cowling is made of fiberglass and can be used for portions of the roof and sides.

There is yet another possibility: we could attempt to hike out. But if we both go, Lloyd will be left alone. Plus, if we are on the move, it will be much more difficult for a spotter plane to see us. A red plane or a fort with a red roof in the white snow is much easier to spot than a man in the dense forest.

We know that if we are going to hike out, we must decide soon. We are at peak strength now, but with each passing day, our bodies will weaken and the cold will sap our strength. Our food supply consists of a loaf of fruit bread, a jug of water, a jug of juice, and a couple of apples.

Even if we remain at the wreckage and move about in moderation, we will lose weight in a short time. Our bodies will burn calories rapidly just to maintain sufficient body temperature. If we wait a few days before hiking out, we’re apt to be weaker, colder, and probably already fighting hypothermia and frostbite. This would drastically reduce our chances for a successful journey.

What about splitting up? What if one of us stays and the other attempts to hike out? Wave and I agree that this could double our chances for survival. If the ELT fails to send a signal or the mountains are too clouded in, an air search would be delayed. The man who hikes out could carry out the backup plan.

But which way would the hiker follow? Wave and I agree on a route. If the Maule is spotted, whoever remains at the wreckage could then lead the rescue team along the predetermined hiking route. Wave and I believe the best way out of the mountains is to move south and find the Kern River, and then follow the river to Johnsondale. It’s a trailer park area and there could be a phone, even though many of the people who live there during the spring and summer will be gone by now. The distance is about forty-five miles as the crow flies.

I look Wave in the eye and say, “I’m sorry—”

Before I can continue he interrupts me. “This is not your fault. There was nothing you could do.”

For as long as I have known Wave, he has never once interrupted me or spoken so firmly. I see only one bruise on his forehead. He’s wearing the glasses he had on during the flight.

He looks at me. “If you go, can you make it?”

Understanding what Wave is asking, I pause and look down, and then I raise my head slowly. “Yes, but it’s not going to happen overnight. It’s a long way over difficult terrain, and the snow is deep.”

“How long do you think it will take you?”

“I’m pretty badly beaten up and, like I said, Wave, the snow is deep, real deep. If I don’t run into any storms, maybe a week, maybe five days.”

“Wow. If you go, what do you need to take with you?”

I pause before answering. I consider the items I need by going through a mental checklist: socks, boots, bibs, jacket, gloves, sweatshirt. “I can make it with just the clothes I’m wearing.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

“OK,” Wave says.

With the decision made we look at each other, but neither one of us utters a word. I walk over to Lloyd’s side of the plane.

“Lloyd, Lloyd.”

Lloyd moves his head a little and whispers, “I’ll be OK.”

I rest my hand on his shoulder. “Lloyd, I’m going for help. Hang in there, buddy.” I stare at Lloyd for several moments and then I softly add, “Good-bye, buddy. Good-bye, Lloyd Matsumoto.” There is no response. My heart is broken. I want to comfort him, but I am unable to. I feel helpless.

I make my way around the craft and climb partway into the Maule. I pull out the flight bag, and climb back off the left wing. I remove my wallet, which has my driver’s license and $295 in cash, and place the license and money in the inner zipper pocket of my jacket. If a hunter, hiker, or fisherman finds my remains, the license will help identify me and provide closure to my family and friends.

I walk over to Wave. I feel proud to have known him. Since the very first time I met him, he has always offered advice in a calm, cool, collected manner. He asks me to repeat my route to him. I repeat, “Go south and find the Kern River and find Johnsondale. Right?”

“Yes,” he says. He then restates our plan for the ELT and the oil on the fire to create black smoke, and the ways to make a better camp each day. He also says he will do whatever he can for Lloyd and will keep trying to extricate him from the wreck.

As we embrace, I look straight into his eyes and say, “Wave, if you make a mistake, you die.”

Wave nods. “Yes, I know.”

I give him a smile. “Take good care of my Maule hat because I’ll be back for it.”

He grins. “It’ll be here.”
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