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Introduction

The style of this book is meant to be conversational. Not like a textbook. This is just
you and me talking about how to be better pilots, just like flight instructors and stu-
dents do. Let me take up where your flight instructor left off, and we will become
safer pilots together. 

This book is about aircraft accidents, particularly accidents involving low-time,
inexperienced pilots. It was a hard book to write because it involved fellow pilots in
trouble. In the last 10 years, I have eulogized a fallen pilot at his memorial service,
testified on another’s behalf in court, and been the first to call a loved one after an
accident. To me, accident data are personal—not just numbers. The accidents used
for examples throughout this book are used only with the greatest respect for the
victims. When an accident is evaluated in this book, the analysis is done in the hope
that other pilots may be safer from the knowledge. Many of the accidents used as
examples were fatal accidents. By using the fatal accidents of fellow pilots as a learn-
ing tool, it is as if they have signed an “organ donor card” back to us. Their tragedy
may be of value by saving the life of another pilot.

The accidents that are cited here were drawn from the National Transportation
Safety Board’s public investigation files. The accidents were selected at random.
Each was selected for its educational value alone. Accidents from all areas of the
country were selected—any disproportionate number in any one area of the country
is coincidental. Accidents from different aircraft manufacturers also were used as
illustrations. No attempt was made to single out any manufacturer, and any dispro-
portionate number from any one aircraft manufacturer is coincidental.
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Figure 6.2A  After departing the left side of the runway, the airplane rolled down a
hill and into the ravine.

Figure 6.2B  The airplane rolled down the hill from right to left in this photo.



it came to rest. The runway is off to the right of the photograph. The airplane came
from the right, down the embankment, and finally the nose wheel dropped into the
ravine and the momentum took the tail on over. It’s amazing how much trouble you
can get into when you don’t do things right.

Look carefully at Figure 6.2C. This photograph was taken back up on the run-
way. You can see the skid marks left by the right main wheel. The report said, “there
was evidence of side loading on the outboard side of the right main tire.” The skid
marks show the angle at which the airplane departed the left side of the runway. The
embankment that the airplane ultimately rolled down is beyond the grass and short
of the far trees. Notice that the skid marks cross the taxiway exit lines.
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Figure 6.2C  The bold white strip that crosses left to right in the photo is the edge 
of the runway. The right main tire’s skid marks show where the airplane went out of
control just past a taxiway intersection.



Figure 6.2D is an aerial photograph of the crash scene. The pilot was making the
touch-and-go landing from left to right in the photograph. You can see the airplane
(center) off to the left side of the runway. You can also see the taxiway exit lines. Pic-
ture the pilot’s path from the runway just beyond the taxiway, across the field, and
down the hill.

The NTSB report also said that, “After touchdown, the flaps were retracted…”
but you can see in Figures 6.2A and 6.2B that the flaps are still partially down. The
pilot had said that power was cut before the airplane went down the hill, and when
the nose wheel dropped and the tail came over that, the engine had stopped. The
mixture control was found in the aft, idle cutoff position, and the damage to the pro-
peller was consistent with a stationary impact.

What really happened here? Why did the engine hesitate and then regain nor-
mal power? Did the power hesitation distract the pilot and contribute to the loss of
control? A power hesitation from a carbureted engine is normal on touch-and-go
landings as well as stall recoveries and go-arounds when the throttle is pushed for-
ward too quickly. Figures 6.3A and 6.3B illustrate what happened. Figure 6.3A
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Figure 6.2D   The airplane had been landing from left to right. The taxiway inter-
section where the airplane left the runway and the airplane itself can be seen in this
aerial view of the accident.
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