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                                                                                Page one of 13 pages.

NOTE:  This is fiction, but it is based on an actual happening. All the names have  been changed.  I called on my memories of flying the same plane for more than 25 round trips over that  route.  I also interviewed, by telephone, the two  members of the cabin crew who are still living.

AIRPLANE  AND  ICE
“Is everyone here, Mario?” John MacDonald asked.  “We’ll be wheels-up in an hour, and the bus with the passengers just pulled in.”

“All here, John.  Taylor has serviced the plane and stocked the kitchen.  Sam and Fritz have had the weather briefing and filed our flight plan.  Looks like no problem from here to Gander.”

They had gathered at 8:30 AM  in an  immigration and naturalization service (INS) office at Idlewild Airport (later renamed JFK) in New York City.  It was  February, 1962, and it was cold.  These fifteen people were to serve as crew members on 1866C, an INS-owned  DC-4 bound from New York to Athens, Greece, with  stops at Gander, Newfoundland; Shannon Ireland; and Rome, Italy along the way. It was always "1866 Charlie"  in radio conversations, so the "C" would not be confused with some other letter that sounded the same. 

The manifests were printed on Pan American World Airways (Pan Am) forms, and the flight was designated  a Pan American charter flight. That made it easier to deal with airport authorities in foreign countries, because Pan Am was recognized all over the world.  The passengers would be deportable aliens who had been in prisons or mental institutions in the US at public expense, and the Department of State had arranged for their families or the countries of their nationalities to accept them. 

The plane was to return loaded with political refugees from Albania. They  would be accepted upon arrival in New York City and processed by the International Committee for European Migration (ICEM).

“My name is John MacDonald,” one man addressed the group.  “I have been designated as the senior captain and aircraft commander for this flight.  That means any disagreement among crew members will be referred to me for a decision. My co-pilot is Mario Morelli.  Our alternate captain is Sam Kane, and he will fly the first leg from here to Gander, Newfoundland. His co-pilot is Fritz Krause.  Taylor Blue is our flight engineer, Eugene Chapman is our navigator, and Joe Cole is our radio operator.  All are highly qualified for what they do. 

“Lou Gates is our deportation officer.  He will deliver the aliens to the appropriate authorities and obtain receipts for them as we drop them off along the way.  Dr. Edmund Burnett will make any decisions regarding health that may arise, and he will be assisted by Janet Carson, his nurse.   We also have a male medical assistant and a female medical assistant.  Our three flight attendants have regular jobs as Port Receptionists here in New York.  They volunteer for duties on these flights, which usually go twice a month.   They are the ladies in the blue uniforms.”

“There are two overhead bunks just back of the cockpit, and they are for off-duty crew members, with pilots having first priority. We have a fully-functioning kitchen on board and the flight attendants will serve hot meals at appropriate times.  A unisex bathroom is at the rear of the plane. The buckets will be cleaned and serviced at each stop.  We plan stops along the way at Gander, Newfoundland; Shannon, Ireland; London, England; Vienna, Austria,; and  Rome, Italy. If you look at that route on a flat map, Gander looks to be far north of where we are going, but on a globe it’s more or less on a straight line.
“Sam and Fritz will take the first leg from here to Gander, and Mario and I will take the leg from gander to Shannon.  About half way across to Shannon the other crew will relieve us for a couple of hours to let us get some rest before going the rest of the way. Are there any questions”?

“When do we take off, and when do we get to Athens?”

“We plan to be in the air  by 9:30, and we should be in Athens within 48 hours.”

“How long will we be there?” 

“About 48 hours from the time we arrive.”

“They say you have a Greek girl friend.  Do you plan to see her while you are there?” 

“She’s not a girl friend, she’s my daughter.  Her husband is a diplomat and has recently been assigned to the embassy in Athens.  I haven’t seen her in five years, and they are having a party for me the night we arrive.   That’s why I volunteered for this flight.”
*   *   *
After all the passengers and crew were on board and accounted for, the co-pilot called the control tower and got clearance to taxi to take-off position, runway four. Then he read the items on the pre-take-off check list one at a time, giving the captain time to verify that each item had been attended to. Two other planes waited in line ahead of them, and the tower cleared  each of them in turn when the runway was clear for takeoff. 
 “1866 Charlie, you are cleared for takeoff.” The welcome words came at last from the control tower. 

Captain Kane wheeled the big plane onto the runway, signaled to the flight engineer to lower the flaps one fourth, lined the nose wheel up with the center stripe, and pushed the four throttles smoothly as far forward as they would go. 

As the plane gained speed, the co-pilot watched the airspeed indicator, ready to call out V-1 and later V-2, the code  words for speeds previously established by the captain and the flight engineer.   Until V-1 it was automatic that the takeoff would be aborted if trouble developed.  After V-1 and before V-2 the captain would decide whether to go on or to abort the takeoff.  After V-2 there was no choice. The takeoff would continue because it would be too late to stop the plane on the runway.

A nautical mile is a little more than a mile, and a knot is one nautical mile per hour.  At 105 knots the captain pulled back on the control-column wheel and the plane lifted off the ground.  At his signal the flight engineer lifted the lever and retracted the wheels.  Gravity is stronger near the ground, and after the captain decided he was out of ground-effect, two or three hundred feet, he took his hand off the throttles and signaled for the first reduction in power to a pre-determined setting.  Later he signaled for a further reduction to the standard climb power setting for a speed of 130 knots.  The flight engineer controlled these settings, leaving the captain free to focus his attention on the instruments and what was going on outside the airplane.

When they reached cruising altitude, they retracted the flaps, set the four propellers to 2100 RPM, and made sure they were synchronized to the same speed.  Otherwise they would make a rowr- rowr sound.  Power (manifold pressure) was adjusted to hold the airspeed at 180 knots, which is approximately 200 miles per hour.   

The trip to Gander was uneventful, and they were cleared for a straight-in approach on the runway normally used for instrument landings.  Outer, middle, and inner markers sent up electronic signals that lit up little lights in the cockpit, a different color for each marker. That told the pilot exactly where he was on the landing path. The captain signaled the flight engineer to put down one quarter flaps at the outer marker, one half flaps at the middle marker, and full flaps at the inner marker. The flaps provided additional lift at slow speeds, and that allowed them to reduce speed to 85 knots for touchdown.  

The landing gear had double wheels on each side, and the captain  landed the plane on the main wheels first,  with the tail low and the nose high. Then he lowered the nose gradually to the pavement as the plane slowed. On the captain’s signal the flight engineer retracted the landing flaps. After the plane was parked, he got off first and placed a stand under the tail of the plane to prevent it from tipping down if too many people went to the back of the cabin at the same time. He then attended to the needs of the plane while MacDonald and Morelli went to get a briefing on the weather forecast and to file a flight plan to Shannon.

The weather man predicted a storm with moderate icing conditions from Greenland all the way to Shannon, the next stop.   

“Why did you say moderate instead of heavy icing conditions,”  John  asked him.  

“Because if I had said heavy icing you wouldn’t go,” he replied with a smile.  

John hoped he was joking, but he couldn’t be sure.  February was not a good time to be flying from Newfoundland to Ireland. If his plane had to ditch in the ocean his passengers would last only two or three minutes in the cold North-Atlantic water. The plane would float for a short while, but not long enough for them to be rescued. 

 He faced a go-or-no-go decision. As the senior captain on the flight, he had to make the ultimate decision.  John had been an air force pilot during World War II, and he had extensive experience flying planes carrying cargo over “the hump” in the China-Burma-India theatre of operations   He was no stranger to stressful situations, but this time he had 49 others in the plane to think about.   Usually he was careful, but he had great confidence in his own ability; and on occasion had taken chances that most pilots wouldn’t take. 

“What do you think, Mario?”  He asked Morelli, his copilot.    “I wouldn’t go,” he replied.  “It’s too dangerous.”   But John knew Morelli was excitable and a worrier, so that was to be expected. There was no easy answer, because staying in Gander posed its own problems because of what to do with the passengers.   Finally, John filed his flight plan and took off.

Two hours out of Gander, the fire warning light came on for the left inboard engine.  “Better turn back, John,” warned Morelli.  But John was too stubborn to give up easily, and he didn’t want to be late for his reunion with his daughter in Athens.  So he ran some routine check and satisfied himself that it was a malfunction of the instrument and not a fire.  An hour later, the same engine started running rough.  That caused him enough concern that he shut it down and feathered the propeller so it would not windmill and add to the drag.  The plane would fly safely on three engines, although at a slower airspeed.

Under normal conditions he would not yet have reached the point of no return, and company policy would have required him to return to Gander. He had a strong tail wind, however, and he decided it would take him longer to go back to Gander against the wind than to proceed to Shannon with the wind.  He was now flying through heavy rain; but he  had years of experience flying on instruments and had filed an instrument flight plan, so he wasn’t worried about that. 

Soon ice began to form on the wings and propellers. When the rain water is almost freezing, it hits the plane and freezes as it flows over the wings.  As it forms it can change the shape of the wings and thereby decrease the efficiency and reduce the lift.  It was too late to turn back, and the airport at Iceland was closed because of the weather. 
The de-icer boots on the leading edges of the wings were not heated, but the pilot could direct compressed air into them and cause them to expand.  The expansion would crack the ice, allowing the wind to get into the cracks and rip the ice off in sheets.  He then had to turn off the compressed air until another sheet of ice formed.  If the boots continued to inflate and deflate, the ice would form around them and they would become ineffective.  From time to time John also released de-icer fluid on the hubs of the four propellers, and it ran down the blades and loosened the ice that formed on them.  When the ice came off, the propellers flung the pieces of ice against the metallic fuselage of the plane.  That made a loud noise and scared the passengers.  John had to remember to warn them before he did it, so they wouldn’t panic.

One solution would be to climb two thousand feet to a higher altitude where the air would be cold enough to freeze the rain water before it hit the plane.  Then the ice wouldn’t form in sheets and change the shape of the wings.  But that would have put them at eleven thousand feet, which was too high for them to fly—the plane was not pressurized and they didn’t have oxygen for the passengers.

The obvious solution was to descend from nine thousand feet, his assigned altitude, to seven thousand.  Normally the outside air would be six or seven degrees warmer at that lower altitude and there should be no ice.  But he was on an instrument flight plan and had to stay at the assigned altitude until Air Traffic Control (ATC) authorized a change. There were other planes flying the same airways, and ATC was responsible for making sure there were no mid-air collisions. The rules required planes flying east to fly at odd-thousand feet altitudes and planes flying west to fly at even thousand feet.  Planes flying north or south flew at altitudes half way between the even-or-odd thousand-foot levels.
“ATC, this is 1866 Charlie,” the copilot said into the radio microphone. 

 “Go ahead 66 Charlie,” ATC replied.  1866 Charlie was the designation assigned by the Federal Aviation Administration to the airplane.

“We are picking up ice and need to descend to seven thousand.  Request permission.”

“Stand by, 66 Charlie.”  ATC needed time to assure there was no other plane in the area at seven thousand feet.
A few minutes later:

 “66 Charlie, descend to seven thousand, report reaching.”

“Roger, ATC, 66 Charlie out.”

Four minutes later:  (The standard rate of descent for the plane was five hundred feet per minute.)

“66 Charlie, seven thousand”.

“Roger 66 Charlie, ATC out.”

 But soon the ice started to form again.  With only three engines, John had to keep the nose of the plane slightly elevated in order to maintain altitude. Ice was forming also on the underside of the plane, and as it got thicker it added more weight to the plane.  He increased the manifold pressure (power) on the three working engines in order to maintain his altitude. This caused them to work harder and increased the possibility of another engine failing. The passengers were worried, and Morelli was frantic.

“Don’t worry Mario,” Taylor Blue said.  This plane will fly on two engines if necessary.  I have also been assured that even with three engines out, one engine will keep us in the air all the way to the scene of the crash.”

“Don’t make jokes, you jerk.  We’re are facing death here, and it’s not funny.”

“If we all die out here in the ocean, John’s daughter in Athens will have arranged a party for nothing,” Blue continued.  “And Mario, remember that little redhead  with  green eyes in the coffee shop in the  Shannon airport?  I know you are dying to have an overnight stay there.”   Blue was talking to try to ease the tension of a serious situation.

*  *  *

After takeoff from Gander, Alternate Captain Sam had relaxed for a while and then got into one of the bunks and slept for a couple of hours.

“Wake up Sam,” Taylor said.  “Time to take over.”  

“Let me take a pit stop and we’ll be there.”
Walking up the aisle from the rest room to the cockpit he noticed he was walking more uphill than usual.  He looked out a window and saw the left inboard propeller was feathered (angle of the blades changed so it wouldn’t windmill.)  He looked at his watch and realized they should be on their way back to gander.  “What time are we due back in gander?” He asked Taylor.

“We’re not going back, we’re going on to Shannon.”
“But there’s a tight low pressure area we still have to go through.”
“I know, but John says with this wind behind us we can get to Shannon just as quick as we can get back to gander.”
“Why doesn’t he land in Iceland?”
“Keflavic airport is closed, and he’s determined to go on to Shannon.”
Sam went to the cockpit.

“Want me to take over for a while, John?”

“No thanks.  Go back to bed.  I’ll send for you if I need you.”
“Okay, you’re the boss.”
Later Sam woke and went forward again.  He noticed the climb was pretty steep up the aisle, and could see the ice on the wings and hear it being thrown off the propellers. With one engine inoperative and with the extra load of the ice, john had to keep the nose in a climbing position. That resulted in a lower airspeed. He was gradually losing altitude and getting closer to the icy North Atlantic below.

“Do you want me to relieve you, John?”
“No, thanks.  I'm okay.”
As he passed Taylor on his way back to his bunk, he said, “Wake me up before we ditch in the ocean.”
They eventually broke through the worst of it before reaching Shannon and regained some altitude and airspeed.  Ice had ceased to form, but it wasn’t melting either, so they were still very heavy.  But John felt better then, because if he should be forced down over land they would have a chance to survive.  They wouldn’t all drown or freeze to death in the frigid water.
“Go get Sam,” he told Taylor, “and tell him to take over for me and make the landing. I’m a little shaky from the last few hours.  I’ll stand behind him in case he wants my advice about anything.” 

 That was the first time anyone ever heard of John letting someone else make a landing for him. That was a huge compliment for Sam, and it showed how stressed John was at the time.
When the airport came into view, they thought it was the most beautiful sight they had ever seen. The tower gave them a straight-in approach.  With the heavy load of ice all over the plane, they didn’t know what the stalling speed would be.  So instead of coming in at a normal approach speed of 100 knots and touching down at 85, Sam came in at 130. The landing was not as smooth as he usually made, but he was able to stop before reaching the end of the runway. 

“Good job, Sam,” John said.

“Thanks, but you had the worst of it for the last few hours.”
It took a long time for the ground crew to remove the ice from the plane, but the storm was behind them.  After they got the ice off and the trouble with the left inboard engine corrected, they went on to Athens without any further trouble.

He enjoyed the party at his daughter’s house, and for three hours he was able to push the memory of the ice storm to the back of his mind.  But another problem was brewing. 

 Since Pan American Airways had sponsored the charter flight.  The doctor, the nurse, and a couple of others wrote a joint letter to Pan Am complaining that John acted in reckless disregard for their safety by going on after the engine failed. They delivered the letter to the Pan American office at the Athens Airport and they wired a report to the commissioner of immigration in Washington.  Pan Am officials criticized John severely for not returning to Gander when the trouble started.  But it's possible that those officials were  MBAs rather than experienced pilots  and didn't  know that point-of-no-return  is not based on a fixed number of miles, but on the time it would take to get to the destination as opposed to the time it would take to return to the departure point.  Considering the strong wind blowing from west to east, John calculated that he had passed the point of no return before the trouble started.    
As expected, they couldn’t fly from Shannon to Gander on the return trip without stopping.  They had a load of political refugees, and the prevailing wind was against them.  That forced them to land at Keflavic, Iceland, for fuel.  Again the weather briefing predicted light to moderate icing conditions off the coast of Greenland, but they got through it with no problems. 

John spent almost an hour answering questions in the commissioner’s office when he returned to headquarters.   He had been chief of air operations for more than a year, and he feared they would reduce him in grade and send him back to duty in a patrol car somewhere on the northern border.  From a four-engine plane to a four-door sedan, so to speak.  Pan American withdrew their sponsorship of the overseas flights, and that ended them.

John had nightmares about his experience in the ice storm.  He no longer felt the regard he had enjoyed as chief of air operations.  He lost his appetite, he didn’t sleep well, and he walked around with a worried look on his face.  He still didn’t know what his fate would be. But he needn’t have worried about being demoted.  Late one afternoon his secretary found him slumped over his desk, apparently asleep.  He had suffered a massive heart attack, and he died soon thereafter.
