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  To Ellen Murray,

  my love, my pilot.
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  PART I



  MISSING PLANES


  Escort being scrambled: the most welcome words in the English language.

  —Capt. John Murray1






  CHAPTER 1

  Trouble above the North Atlantic

  FOUR MILES ABOVE THE NORTH ATLANTIC ABOARD FLYING TIGER LINE FLIGHT 923 SEPTEMBER 23, 1962, 8:07 P.M.

  CAPT. JOHN MURRAY FINALLY FELT LIKE HE COULD BREATHE A SIGH OF relief. Though he’d just moments ago passed the point of no return, so he no longer had enough fuel to return to Gander International Airport some thousand miles away, he no longer felt he’d need to.1 Since leaving Newfoundland three hours earlier, his Lockheed Super Constellation had encountered pounding hail and periodic wing icing. But by stair-stepping 10,000 feet above his intended flight plan and threading the seams of the rocky air, he’d eluded the storm.2

  The 44-year-old Oyster Bay, Long Island, resident reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out a crinkled pack of Pall Mall cigarettes, and lipped one out, spilling a few tobacco flakes onto his seat cushion. Since the pilot had one hand on the yoke, the copilot sitting to his right clicked his own lighter and held it out: Murray turned his head, engaged the tiny flame, took a drag, closed his eyes, and let the nicotine go to work. The smoke added to the claustrophobia in the flight deck, with its seats for the captain and first officer, fold-down desks and chairs for the navigator and flight engineer, manuals and personal belongings lying about, and an archaic maze of floor-to-ceiling electronics.

  Murray throttled back from climb power, then told his engineer to set cruise power. The plane’s roar decelerated into a 330-mph purr on pillowy air. Wanting to give inexperienced first officer and copilot Robert Parker more flying time, the pilot said, “Your plane,” let his hands fall from the yoke, then took another drag.3

  In the cabin, the FASTEN SEAT BELT—NO SMOKING sign dinged and darkened, indicating it was okay for the four stewardesses to resume handing out snacks, drinks, and air sickness bags to the 68 passengers. Some unbuckled their seat belts and raced to the lavatories. Others returned to their books or magazines, gin rummy or cribbage games. Some lit cigarettes.

  And some, while aimlessly staring out the right-side windows, over the wing and into the inky sky, noticed a different sort of smoke.

  In the cockpit, a red flash on the instrument panel caught Murray’s eye: fire in engine no. 3; inboard, right side.4 The absence of an alarm bell puzzled him. Though fire warnings in general were quite common, silent ones were very rare.

  From his workstation behind and to the right of Murray, flight engineer James Garrett confirmed the reported fire. Both men knew that most alarms weren’t triggered by actual fires but by a high temperature that might lead to a fire, and that the most likely explanation was a simple electrical malfunction, given the Super Constellation’s notoriously finicky fire detection system, with its miles of wiring and hundreds of electrical components stuffed into the 260 panels at the base of the bulkhead, at the rear of the cockpit. The two also took comfort in the belief that, had there been a serious technical issue, maintenance would have found it before the plane left New Jersey. They knew competing airlines and the U.S. Air Force often hired the airline to tackle their toughest assignments. Many an objective observer felt the Tiger pit crew was the best in the business.5

  Still, Murray said: “Jim, feather number three and stand by to discharge.”6

  “Copy that.” Garrett pulled the engine no. 3 throttle back to idle, pushed the feathering button in to streamline the propellor blades, then cut off the mixture control, which immediately disabled the engine; at which point an alarm bell began clanging riotously, amplified by the cabin’s confined acoustics. Slumbering passengers were jolted awake by the “savage sound.”7

  Garrett raised his voice: “Ready to discharge, Captain.”

  “Fire one bottle,” said Murray.

  “Copy that,” yelled Garrett. He pressed a button.

  The alarm stopped ringing. The red fire light on the control panel went dark.

  Murray would have liked to give his copilot more experience, given the fact that Parker only had 350 hours at the helm of a Super Constellation, versus Murray’s 4,300.8 But there was a time and a place for everything, and this was not the time for on-the-job training. So the pilot said, “My plane,” and took control of the aircraft.

  Meanwhile, Garrett still had one more task to complete. In many ways it was the most important: close the engine no. 3 firewall so as to cut off the flow of fuel, in order to prevent any flames from spreading to engine no. 4, or worse.

  A rap on the door interrupted his train of thought. “It’s Betty.”

  Flying had come a long way since 1903, when Orville Wright managed to stay airborne for 12 seconds and travel 120 feet. But aviation safety still had a long way to go: based on passenger miles flown, flying was 100 times more dangerous in 1962 than in 2020.9

  Murray’s plane seemed especially precarious. Lockheed Aircraft Corporation’s highly profitable Constellation series was showing its age. Though the L-1049H Super Constellation that Murray was piloting had rolled off a Burbank assembly line on February 20, 1958, so she was only four and a half years old, “Connie” had actually been conceived in 1937. She still used the same basic piston technology first developed in 1844, as opposed to the jet turbine first used in 1939. Lockheed had stopped producing Constellations a few months after Murray’s plane was manufactured.

  But Connie wasn’t just old. She was infirm. While her military ancestor’s durability had helped win World War II, in her commercial incarnation nearly one of every five built since 1950 had experienced a catastrophic “hull-loss occurrence,” aviation-speak for a total loss.10

  The plane’s problems extended beyond the hull, as evidenced by the November 30, 1961, flight that didn’t even leave the tarmac in Richmond, Virginia. The departure was delayed due to an electrical glitch. Seventy-four Army recruits and 3 Imperial Airways crew members were told to stay seated and await the fire truck, which would arrive soon. It did arrive soon. But late: to the gruesome sight of 72 soldiers and 2 crew members dead of smoke inhalation.

  On March 15, 1962, two Pentagon charters left California’s Travis Air Force Base within minutes of one other. Hours later, one of the Flying Tiger Line Connies caught fire and crashed in Alaska, while the second Tiger flight disappeared without a trace, despite one of the largest sea searches in history, lasting eight days, canvassing more than 200,000 square miles, and involving all four branches of the armed forces.11 Newspapers wrote of a “secret military cargo,” while the airline speculated about sabotage, though admitting its conjecture was a “wild guess.”12

  As the wreckage and fatalities mounted, many wondered why Lockheed hadn’t stopped making the plane in 1948, rather than 1958. Not Murray. He liked Connie’s range, ruggedness, and versatility. Four powerful engines and five cavernous fuel tanks permitted coast-to-coast travel, while most other planes had to refuel. He loved her aesthetics, right down to her unique triple tailfins. Many considered her the apex of prop-and-piston design.13 Connie was the first Air Force One, in 1953.14

  Murray was loyal. He’d never forget how her early version had safely flown him to and from the Aleutian oil fields during WWII, despite some very harsh weather. He wasn’t lured by the Douglas DC-8 or Boeing 707 jets or tempted by their bells and whistles.15 He thought it was neat that Tiger headquarters were housed in the Lockheed Air Terminal in Burbank. For him the arrangement was a partnership.

  True: Connie was prone to engine problems, but so were the Boeing and Douglas props. The Lockheed equipment had always performed when it was crunch time, even when Murray lost two out of four engines on back-to-back flights, piloting the same aircraft. Everything had turned out fine. “It’s all part of flying,” he’d said to a friend in Detroit.16

  Few of the passengers who had boarded Tiger 923 at New Jersey’s McGuire Air Force Base had had a choice in their mode of travel. Though technically a civilian flight, Flying Tiger Line’s client was the Air Force’s Military Air Transport Service. Apart from the airline’s Atlantic region superintendent, who would disembark at the refueling stopover in Gander, Newfoundland, everyone else en route to Frankfurt was active duty or retired military, or a dependent.

  The passengers included Army private first class Fred “Little Animal” Gazelle, 22, of Pasadena. As he walked past the Lockheed’s weatherbeaten fuselage and four rattling engines, he said to his pal Samuel Vasquez: “Is that the plane we’re leaving on?”17

  “Yeah,” said the 21-year-old paratrooper from Phoenix.

  “That ain’t gonna make it across.”

  Tiger 92318 was a flying melting pot that included green recruits from big cities and small towns assigned to the Army’s vaunted 82nd Airborne, the “All-American Division”; decorated veterans of WWII and the Korean War; a recent immigrant from Mexico; a Puerto Rican gynecologist; and elementary schoolchildren from Hawaii. The ages ranged from 9 to 54. Six couples were traveling together.

  Bob Eldred, 48, of East Dennis, Massachusetts, was mixing business with pleasure. He’d made it across 18 years earlier on a different plane. Now he was just trying to get comfortable in his seat.

  The retired Army captain hadn’t been comfortable in many seats since mid-June 1944, when, in defiance of an explicit order that no one from his unit cross into German-held French territory, the artillery lieutenant “borrowed” a Jeep and drove it alone in a desperate attempt to resupply some paratroopers who were pinned down in a village outside Saint-Lô.19 Before Eldred could reach the young soldiers, however, five Iron Cross–emblazoned Tiger tanks rumbled out of the hedgerows and unleashed their “monstrous ordnance.” Eldred recalled:


  My Jeep was thrown up in the air and 80 mm shell fragments went through my left knee destroying the knee joint, and another went under my right shoulder blade. That piece is still there. I found myself lying in the center of the roadway with my left foot on my stomach. The only thing holding my lower leg to the rest of my body was a narrow strip of flesh with no bone in between. That had all been blown out. Arterial blood was pouring out.



  After a long stay in an Army hospital, his wife Edna nursed him back to health. After the war, when he flew alone on buying trips for his Cape Cod–based Windswept Antiques, he would compose and mail Edna sonnets, along with pen-and-ink drawings of the two of them in native garb. He missed her terribly, and the former high school commercial subjects teacher cherished the expressions of love.

  Now that the 54-year-old Edna had retired, 18-year-old Bob Jr. was away at Middlebury College, and 17-year-old Karen was a high school senior boarding at Northfield School, Bob Sr. wanted to travel as a couple. Tiger 923 seemed like a perfect test run. Also, given the fact that the Bronze Star winner was, inconceivably, the lowest man on the totem pole when it came to free retiree travel (priority 14 of 14), it was rare for two seats to open up on a charter, so he felt he had better grab it. Finally, he could save a lot of money on the Jaguar he’d had his heart set on for years: buying it overseas saved money on tariffs, they’d forgo train fare, and Edna could help drive.

  However, while on board and awaiting departure in New Jersey, Eldred read in Time magazine how charters operated by the likes of Flying Tiger Line were transporting America’s soldiers despite serious safety concerns.20 The unsettling exposé was consistent with what he had seen with his own two eyes on the tarmac: scratches and dents on the plane’s aluminum exterior, and, inside, vinyl strips hanging from the ceiling, along with curls of yellowing tape. He wished he’d read the piece sooner. Maybe he would’ve sprung for a pair of Pan Am tickets. But all he could do now was stare wistfully at “the tarmac lined with beautiful gleaming Boeing 707s,” compared to which his Lockheed Super Constellation looked “kind of . . . oh, second hand . . . crummy.”21

  Army major Carl Richard Elander, MD, 31, didn’t need to read Time to be worried. All it took was for Dick to learn that his and his wife’s flight to Germany was operated by “the Flying Tigers, which didn’t please me because I’d heard much about their unreliability.”22

  As West Point’s chief ophthalmologist, in close contact with Army brass, what Elander had heard about included the two mysterious disasters earlier in the year. No one knew why the Tiger charters had crashed within hours of one another, thousands of miles apart. All that was known for certain was that 107 had died, including 93 Army Rangers, and both of the doomed planes were Lockheed Super H Constellations. He’d wanted to fly a nonstop military jet to Madrid, their ultimate destination, but when he picked up his tickets he discovered that he, his wife Lois, 32, and the other West Point couple with whom they were vacationing were booked on a civilian prop that first had to stop in Gander for fuel and a new crew; then they’d have to collect their luggage and change planes in Frankfurt.

  Notwithstanding the reservations of Eldred, Elander, and others, most spirits were high, in part because the soldiers were unchaperoned: their commanding officer was getting to Germany by some other means, though no one knew why or how. Banter was good-natured despite the racial strife roiling America. The Mason-Dixon Line didn’t hold at 21,000 feet, at least not in the military, as an African-American Army private from Georgia enjoyed the not-separate-and-truly-equal seats, lavatories, and tray tables; beside a Yugoslavian-American private who enjoyed not being in an Austrian displaced persons camp; beside a newlywed from the State of Baden-Württemberg being served a Coke and pretzels by a newlywed from the State of Michigan.

  Stuttgart native Helga Groves, 18, had married her U.S. Army sergeant husband at age 17. They were returning to John’s base after her first visit to meet her in-laws in Cincinnati.

  Newlywed Elizabeth Sims was flying in violation of the Flying Tiger Line policy that all stewardesses had to be single. When Betty tendered her resignation and informed the personnel department that Tiger 923 would be her last flight, the 10-year veteran failed to mention she’d gotten hitched five weeks earlier.

  Captain Murray was more than twice as old as many of the young, eagle-eyed paratroopers in their spiffy new leather boots. His eyeglasses made him look more college professor than elite warrior. His uniform looked off: that’s because, unlike the rest of the flight crew, his thrift had compelled him to buy an off-the-rack Sears suit instead of pay for the overpriced Tiger company store outfit.23 Murray didn’t look the least bit special to the Special Forces, but looks deceived.

  In Gaelic, “Murray” means “seafarer” or “one who’s settled by the sea.” John Desmond Murray Jr. had fared well in the sea: as a sailor, swimmer, scuba diver, and seaplane pilot. The Chicago native even settled in a home on Oyster Bay.

  He’d sought to carve out his own identity early. Known as the sort always to side with David versus Goliath, he’d survived typhoid fever at 16 and never backed down in the CYO boxing ring, no matter the foe or the scorecard. And according to his elder son, though his own father had been a pilot, “Dad hated the ‘junior’ designation with a passion. He dropped it when his father passed away and insisted I not repeat the offense on any son of mine.”24

  But the Tiger pilot felt his character was mainly forged in Detroit during the Depression. Between chemical engineering classes at the University of Detroit, he worked on the “fast line” at the Ford plant, where negligence could’ve cost him or someone else an arm or much worse. He was ethically and intellectually toughened by the University of Detroit’s Jesuit teachers, physically tested on its gridiron as a linebacker, captained its top-notch flying club that beat Harvard and much better-financed schools, and as a 23-year-old flight instructor received some singular instruction of his own.

  On a Sunday in 1941, an ice storm suddenly whited out the sky. His student panicked. Murray took control, flew semi-blind until he discerned an avenue of escape, then banked his two-seater Funk 90 “almost vertical” between some pine trees but into a web of high-voltage lines. Thousands lost power, the plane was totaled, and a sheared-off wing bolt knocked him out and severed his right ear. Though an Ann Arbor hospital intern sewed it back on a bit clumsily and “it stuck out like a semaphore,” his hearing wasn’t impaired.25

  His grit and improvisation served him well in the Army’s Air Transport Command during WWII, where he flew many snowy, grueling sorties to and from Canada, delivering the oil to the Lockheed bombers that younger Army Air Corps pilots flew out of Newfoundland. After V-E and V-J Days, though armed with a degree in chemical engineering, Murray chose the wild blue yonder over the Bunsen burner. However, given the fact that Uncle Sam had taught 500,000 how to fly, Murray had a hard time finding work.

  In late 1947, he began picking up WWII surplus German plane parts from Corsica and Slovakia and flying them into a desert airstrip in Palestine. Though a newspaper lists him as employed by American Airlines Murray also flew for a clandestine New York–DC syndicate formed to create some semblance of an Israeli Air Force in anticipation of the fury that would erupt when David Ben-Gurion declared Israeli statehood in May 1948; at least according to one scholar, American Airlines was also then involved in Israeli Defense Force–related black ops.26 Whether or not he was moonlighting, it wasn’t your typical American flight: Murray packed a sidearm, flew at night, and tried to avoid contact with the Egyptian Spitfires and antiaircraft batteries. He didn’t always succeed. When confronted by U.S. State Department officials who said the holes on the underside of his plane told them Murray was running guns in violation of President Truman’s executive order banning such shipments to Holocaust survivors, the 30-year-old said, “What, those? I just got hit by hailstones.”27 Murray also flew Yemeni Jews from pogroms triggered by Israel’s founding, skirted East German MIGs so as to airlift food to blockaded Berliners, and braved snowstorms and T-55 tanks to fly anti-Soviet protestors out of Central Europe.

  Thinking it made sense for a young husband and father of two to seek employment that was less hazardous and closer to home, he went to work for a small intra–New York State airline, making $360/month, logging 20-hour days. Aspiring for better pay and working conditions, he and a friend launched an airline. When it flopped in 1950, he joined Flying Tiger Line.

  During the 1950s he had fathered two more children, worked hard, earned good money, and had a reputation as one of the most colorful characters in an outfit famous for its rainbow of personalities. He was especially famous for an adventure beneath the Hudson River and for his Melville, Long Island, farm. The New York papers wrote about how Murray bought a burro in New Jersey but, because Delores refused to sit in the back seat and munched the upholstery, the pilot entered Lincoln Tunnel with her in the front seat of his Ford Sunliner convertible, top down, braying at toll booth operators.28 Delores the burro joined Joker the horse, goats Eva and Zsa Zsa, 10 pigs, the 15 sheep sheared by a Farmingdale Agricultural College student, and the 2,000 chickens that 15-year-old Kathleen fed, so 14-year-old John Patrick could collect the eggs, which 42-year-old Dorothy would then sell to a local co-op.

  Pilots bid for flights based on seniority, and while there were often bidding wars for Paris or Rome, Murray (no. 51 out of 559 Tiger pilots) shied away from the glitter and run-of-the-mill. “There was no lack of excitement,” John Patrick would later write to his daughter.29 Murray flew out the Korean orphan babies no one but Americans seemed to want, flew relief supplies into and refugees out of bellicose Communist countries that tried to prevent him from landing, and often returned from Africa with “drums, masks, machetes and other exotic gifts.”

  He was a tough customer but he had a tender heart. At President Eisenhower’s urging, and to avoid a provocative connection to the U.S. military, the Air Force contracted with Flying Tigers, and Murray bid to fly “refugees from the 1956 Hungarian revolution across the Atlantic to New York. One group gave Dad a small candle and candleholder with a ribbon in traditional Hungarian colors as a token of gratitude for flying them to the U.S. A small gesture from a people who had nothing, but immense in its simplicity and sincerity. He was deeply touched.”

  Murray hit his stride in the early 1960s starting with the arrival of his fifth child in 1961. When a newly built home on Oyster Bay came on the market, much as it pained the family to say goodbye to Delores, Joker, Zsa Zsa and Eva, neither Kathleen nor John Patrick would miss chasing after the pigs “that regularly escaped confinement and raided the local vegetable farms.”30 The chance to walk straight from their backyard and set off in a sailboat, go for a swim whenever they felt like it, and dig fresh clams for soup and pasta sauce made the decision an easy one for the entire family.

  Come September 1962, Murray wrote: “Truly the good Lord must smile on the transport pilot.”31 He loved the fact that, unlike his attorney, doctor, and Wall Street friends and neighbors, “once on the ground there was no gnawing worry of what might happen tomorrow. There was no difficult law case, serious medical problem or office politics to provoke sleepless nights. An airline pilot has no problems to take home.”

  What the Tiger pilot had was a big mortgage, five high-spirited kids, and a wife who despite her strength of character and razor-sharp intellect often felt overwhelmed, especially when one or more of the clan had an ear infection or worse and John was halfway around the world. So the engineer had recently drawn up a new blueprint for life. While it included having another go at being both a farmer and an entrepreneur, he wasn’t interested in trying to launch some new airline in competition with TWA founder Howard Hughes.

  One of Murray’s aspirations could hardly get any more down-to-earth: a Christmas tree farm. If he was successful, he could fly less and have more say over his schedule, and Dorothy would have some time to paint and pursue the journalism career she’d shelved, while he’d have more time to talk Irish history and politics with Kathleen; teach John Patrick how to drive; toss the football with Steven, 7; fish with Ellen, 3; and sail with 14-month-old Barbara, whom the pilot could already tell was a seafarer after his own heart.

  The now-silenced and seemingly false fire alarm wasn’t Tiger 923’s initial setback. Though it had been fully refueled in Gander by 3:45 p.m., it was delayed because the ground crew hadn’t drained the sumps, the plane couldn’t leave until after a VIP had arrived, and the airport had but one runway long enough to accommodate the arrival and departure. The 76 passengers and crew members found various ways to bide their time in the largely vacant terminal at what had once been one of the world’s busiest airports until the jet engine made stopovers in Newfoundland a thing of the past.

  Many strolled around as if at the Guggenheim beneath the vividly colored 70-foot avant-garde mural Bird of Flight, one of the reasons the National Trust of Canada called the airport’s lounge the country’s “most important modernist room.”32 Others snoozed in the ritzy furniture “considered glamorous for its mid-20th century installation,” or stared out through the plate-glass windows at the flat, forested land that abutted glacial-blue Gander Lake, up into what had been upon arrival an auspicious sky.

  Running low on smokes, Army private first class Art Gilbreth, 22, from Big Bear Lake, California, went looking for a vending machine.33 When he found one selling cigarettes beside another selling life insurance, he thought about making his mother, Opal, a beneficiary, but as both items cost a quarter and all he had on him was 25 cents, he bought a pack of Winstons.

  Stewardess Carol Gould of Lyndhurst, New Jersey, liked Newfoundland because the “Goofy Newfies” were a bit like her: they didn’t take themselves or life too seriously.34 Also, the 22-year-old liked a guy in Gander who let her use his truck when she was on a long layover, but as he and his truck were gone this time, she couldn’t give a tour to Jacqueline Brotman, 24, of Chicago, who, having been hired in July, had only logged 92 hours of flying time. “There’s a lot of moose around here, Jackie,” said Gould, standing in the airport cafeteria’s buffet line, eyeing some desserts. Brotman didn’t smile. Gould said: “I know . . . the selection’s not the greatest.”

  “That’s not it,” said Brotman. “I just have a very bad feeling about this flight.” Gould smiled. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.”35

  PFC Fred Caruso, 21, of Spring Valley, New Jersey, shared Brotman’s sentiment. The engines shook and spat fire pretty much the entire flight up the Eastern seaboard. Then the paratrooper witnessed an altercation.36 He didn’t know what it was about, but someone was mad. While the white shirt and dark tie told Caruso it was a man, the distance prevented him from discerning identities. (There were eight flight crew members, including the four who’d flown the McGuire-to-Gander leg, plus several guys pumping fuel and checking the engines.) Caruso saw yelling and finger-pointing but the guys were separated before it came to blows.

  John Murray hated late departures because impatience was part of the Tiger DNA.37 In 1941, after the U.S. Army Air Corps had refused to promote Texan Claire Chennault (because he kept telling his superiors they were lazy fools who preferred drinking gin-and-tonics in the officers mess to the exertion of progress and innovation), he quit the Corps and persuaded 111 other U.S. Marine, Navy, and Army pilots to join him and fly for a different country: China. President Chiang Kai-shek was offering $600/month plus $250 for every downed Japanese plane, versus the U.S. Army’s $60/month and no bonus.38 The Americans took to the skies two weeks after Pearl Harbor when U.S. morale was at low ebb.39 Now it was Japan’s turn to be surprised as the “Flying Tigers” emerged from their camouflaged bamboo hangars in the jungle to rout Tojo’s pilots.

  In 1943, the Pentagon, which had scoffed at the volunteers’ prospects, insisted it assume control of the Tigers. They said negative, and disbanded.

  In 1945, in LA, a dozen Tigers purchased an old plane, hangared it in an enlarged, converted two-car garage, and founded a cargo airline. Their vision was to ship California produce east and connect the U.S. with booming postwar Asia. Their first payload was some grapes to New Jersey.

  When Murray joined in 1950, the airline was fighting to survive, battling with 300 other U.S. airlines. Competition was cutthroat. Pilots were paid a pittance.

  By 1962 the scrappy outfit was the country’s only fully transatlantic cargo airline, often among the top three passenger airlines, the Pentagon’s no. 1 subcontractor, and did more humanitarian work than any other airline in the world, much of it pro bono. And while most pilots flew things like grapes to Newark, church groups to Rome, and soldiers to Seoul, others, including Murray, helped the company carve out a clandestine niche: off-the-books missions for the CIA.40

  The airline’s impressive roster of aviators included “Miss Flying Tiger” Diana Bixby, one of the first female commercial pilots, and Elgen Long, the first to fly solo around the world via both poles. Time and time again, in hot spots around the world, after the Postal Service and the Pentagon balked, Tigers would unhesitatingly say “Wheels up!” and do whatever necessary, be it flying 30 green Army paratroopers to Germany or perfumed letters to lonely leathernecks dug in along the 38th Parallel on the Korean peninsula. A comment often heard by grateful American GIs wherever stationed was: “Nobody brings in the mail like those Tiger birds.”41

  Though Murray lacked the fame of peers like Bixby or icons like Chuck Yeager, his logbooks were also replete with tales of derring-do. The airline’s motto—“Anything, Anytime, Anywhere”—could have been his personal credo, emblazoned on his family crest.42

  The slogan wasn’t Madison Avenue hooey. It captured the honor- among-mercenaries ethos, like how one Tiger friend flew Spitfires for Egypt against his friend who flew Spitfires for Israel, and when Egypt’s gun-for-hire noticed his adversary was also a veteran of Burma, rather than shoot him down, he gave him the thumbs-up and peeled away.43 It’s why the Pentagon relied on the Tigers to supply and maintain the vital and infamous nuclear defense “Dew Line” on the North Pole: no one else dared or had the skills or stubbornness. Perhaps most of all the motto captured the Tiger sense of duty, which Murray interpreted as: If JFK feels it’s important to rush some Army Airborne to the Berlin Wall, then I intend to do everything in my power to get those boys there, ASAP.44

  Sure, a drop or two of pride sometimes adulterated the Tiger virtues, but hubris rarely got in the way of duty, as Murray proved on a flight from San Antonio. “While comfortably seated in the men’s room” at the rear of a C-46, he could tell that one of the plane’s two engines had just failed and he could sense that the copilot had commenced to feather the wrong propellor.45 “The sudden unearthly quiet was broken by my frantic ‘gangway’ as I charged up the aisle, with my trousers at ankle level, hurtled through the companionway door and with hands outstretched jammed every control on the pedestal to its full forward position,” then feathered the correct prop. He had no problem making a spectacle of himself for safety’s sake.

  And he loved irony. So despite the aggravating delay at Gander Airport, he chuckled at the frilly bunting and long red carpet on which frenetic airport and city officials scurried about, hands on heads, trying to keep the wind from mussing their combed-over, Brylcreemed hair.

  While he may have used a ballpoint pen to plumb the depth of a tire tread or run his fingers along some wing bolts to feel for any sign of oxidation, as opposed to relying on the absence of visible corrosion, for the most part he debriefed those whose job it was to make sure his plane was airworthy. It was mostly the flight engineer’s responsibility. But he also checked the originating Tiger pilot’s logbook, which had no entries of any significance, and talked with the airline’s Atlantic Region superintendent, who said “the engines worked very smoothly on the flight.”46 After reviewing the weather forecast folder prepared by the Canadian Meteorological Service and the weight and balance figures prepared by his copilot, Murray signed the manifest.

  Also, as this was his first trip with Bob Parker, Jim Garrett, and Samuel Nicholson, he used the time to acquaint himself with his 27-year-old copilot, 30-year-old flight engineer, and 32-year-old navigator. The four men talked about where they lived, their families, and the New York Yankees’ pennant prospects.

  Murray took an immediate liking to Hard Luck Sam.47 Though the navigator was the only non–Long Islander in cockpit (he lived in tiny Dallas, Pennsylvania), like Murray, Sam was self-effacing, had a dry wit, loved motorcycles, and had cheated death many times.48

  At 4:51 p.m., with the storm clouds darkening the dusk prematurely, the ground crew removed the chocks and signaled the cockpit. Murray shifted the brake pressure from parking (emergency) to normal and, once he’d gotten the all-clear signal from the marshaller, began to roll down the runway.

  He didn’t get far. A red light on the control panel flashed. Moments later Sims rapped on the cockpit door, entered, and reported “that the main passenger door seemed to have an air leak,” which she’d tried but failed to rectify.49 Murray stopped the plane in the middle of the runway by reapplying brake pressure, then told Garrett to accompany Sims and try to fix the problem.

  Once beside the main entry-exit, Garrett grabbed a blanket from an overhead bin, wrapped it around the locking handle, and knotted it tightly. He then “yanked on it and sling shot the handle to the latched position.”50 But as Garrett could see the tarmac through a crack along the seam, he knew the door wasn’t sealed. As he headed up to the cockpit to discuss the next step, paratrooper Sammy Vasquez, who was seated across from the door and had been watching the jerry-rigging, elbowed Little Animal, who was sitting beside him, and said: “They Mickey Moused it.”51

  Once Garrett was back in the cockpit and had debriefed his colleagues, the men discussed whether the issue was a “no-go” item or just a temporary glitch that was likely to self-correct.52 While the cockpit warning light had gone out, Garrett could see and feel (from the wind snaking through the crack) that the main entry-exit door hadn’t sealed. But he felt it would as soon as the plane pressurized. His colleagues agreed.

  If Garrett was wrong, they’d all know soon, as once airborne the sound of an unsealed door was “deafening.”53 If it didn’t seal, they’d simply return to Gander.

  Murray released the brake pedals and resumed taxiing. The wheels were up at 5:09.

  The main door warning light remained off through climb-out. No wind screamed through the crack. The door must have sealed properly, they inferred.

  Three hours later, Art Gilbreth was sitting behind the Hawaiian mother and her two young daughters in row 17, along the aisle, on the right side of the cabin. It was his seventh plane trip. The six previous times he’d leapt out, yanked a ripcord, and floated to earth. When the Tiger 923 fire alarm rang, he wondered if he’d need to leap out again. But he thought more than worried: Too bad my chute’s in the cargo hold.54

  He’d been enjoying the well-behaved sisters’ soft giggling and his more extroverted unit-mates’ boasting. He laughed as Little Animal and the others in his unit tried to out-macho each other; trash-talked about ancestries, sports teams, and neighborhoods; and said they were looking forward to the “adventure” of crash-landing into a wild sea, then taking a raft “excursion” with stewardesses Gould, Sims, Brotman, or Ruth Mudd.55

  The loud bell didn’t put a damper on his trip because in his view Uncle Sam was just fulfilling his promise, and then some. The draw of the Army Airborne wasn’t the $90/month wage but the adventure, which was priceless. “How many guys get to go through a fire alarm four miles up, a thousand from shore, at night?”

  Though hailing from the forests of California, land of the lumberjack, prior to enlisting, he’d never felled a single tree. Instead he’d laid miles of oil pipeline connecting his home state and Oregon, doing some lifeguarding on the side. Lifting all that steel, concrete, and cable left him with a Paul Bunyan build, which enabled him to survive the Airborne’s 85 percent washout rate and made him perfect for jumping out of planes, lugging 60 pounds of gear, fighting with tenacity and endurance, and doing all the other things the Army expected of its elite parachutists, whom the Nazis had called “devils in baggy pants.”56

  Gilbreth believed what the stewardesses were saying: that everything would be okay, the plane was rugged, and the pilot had been through this sort of thing many times. Recalling how the engines had flared up on the tarmac in New Jersey, then again in Gander, he thought: It looks like fireworks. Nothing’s gonna happen. We’re just gonna have a great story to tell.57

  It didn’t bother him that the plane wasn’t exactly showroom new. It was still a lot better than he was used to. The old, creaky, drafty ones he leapt out of over Fort Bragg didn’t even have seats (just web-strip benches), let alone tasty dinners and foxy flight attendants.

  Plus, Gilbreth was looking forward to Germany because there wasn’t much to look back to. He was so over sleeping through high school, telling kids not to run by the pool, tarring himself while laying down pipe, and the stifling North Carolina heat of Jump School, with his sadistic drill sergeant’s yelling into his ear, disgusting cigar-spittle flying every which way.

  And finally there was this: his girlfriend was so over him. But as he’d heard how hot the German girls were, and the Army sergeant’s pretty 18-year-old wife was sitting right across the aisle, he was still looking forward to fishing in a different sea.

  Another 18-year-old sat two rows ahead of Helga Groves, also by the window: Harold Lesane. Hal never faulted his parents for having moved the family from Jim Crow’s South Carolina in the early ’50s. But the African-American from North Philly had experienced enough of cops like South Philly’s Frank Rizzo to know the City of Brotherly Love was a false lure for brothers like him.

  Hal’s skin color wasn’t the issue at Thomas Edison High School. Whites weren’t barring him from entry, like the racist governor and others were James Meredith at Ole Miss. Hal wasn’t a big talker but a classmate spoke for him: “When I went to Edison in 1962, I could not get in without fighting . . . I had to fight for 16 days straight to get into Edison and get through at least four different gangs.”58 The gangs didn’t care about the color of Lesane’s skin, just what “corner” he was from. It didn’t help that Hal hailed from a backwoods corner in The Palmetto State. His drawl made him more of a punching bag. But having had to fight for attention, food at the table, and use of the shower with his 10 siblings, 7 of whom were boys, the quiet, smiling Baptist could take a punch. And throw one.

  His skin pigmentation only mattered after school or sports practice, when he’d be stopped by the police and peppered with belligerent, belittling questions. If Lesane “mouthed off,” he was lucky if he got thrown up against a squad car in front of his classmates and frisked; unlucky if he got thrown into a Red Ace, driven down a back alley, or dropped off at an Italian corner in Rizzo’s neighborhood miles from home.

  Given the gangs, police, and an unemployment rate three times as high as elsewhere in Philly, it’s little wonder more than half of Edison’s students dropped out. When they saw the slightest opportunity for a better life—a job in DC or the Army, they took it, as one of Lesane’s brothers had done two years prior. Hal was really looking forward to reuniting with his 20-year-old brother in Germany, as well as teasing him in classic sibling rivalry fashion by noting how while Henry was just a “foot soldier” who’d been drafted into the infantry, Hal had enlisted in the storied Army Airborne, the heroes of The Battle of The Bulge, had made it through advanced infantry training and Jump School, and now had the brass lapel wings to show for it.

  Lesane didn’t know what lay in store. He just figured fighting overseas in a Cold War had to be better than fighting the many hot wars back home. Like the other 29 paratroopers, he didn’t know much about his assignment, just that he’d be living at a place called Fort Lee in West Germany, thanks to the Marshall Plan, rather than Marshall Street in North Philly.

  Raúl Acevedo was one of the few passengers aboard Tiger 923 who’d had a choice as to his mode of travel. The 22-year-old from Mexico now felt he’d made a really bad one.

  He was all set to go by ship to a plum posting with a base quartermaster in Germany as a medic-in-training, but when an announcement came over the PA system at McGuire saying some seats were available on Tiger 923 and anybody interested could apply, Acevedo did and got the upgrade. Some upgrade, he now thought.59

  He was the only Army PFC who wasn’t a U.S. citizen and the only one not a paratrooper. The Airborne guys had received specialized survival training, he knew, and were headed off to be America’s tip of the spear and, he supposed, parachute behind enemy lines (East German) in the event the Cold War turned hot, like they’d done in WWII, when they were the first combat troops to fight on German soil.

  When his induction notice arrived, he wouldn’t have broken the law had he returned to Mexico, only if he’d tried to stay and dodge the draft. He was staying with his older brother at the time in San Pedro, north of LA. “Raúl liked it here from the beginning,” said Refugio. “He kept coming on a tourist visa and returning to Zacatecas to assure our parents he would enter medical school soon.” When “the Army called . . . I advised him this was the time to keep his promise and return home and to school. But he was a man now and he chose the Army.”60

  Returning had never crossed Acevedo’s mind. He wanted U.S. citizenship. “It’s a fair price to pay. Plus, I’m not headed to the front or combat. I’ll be a supply clerk working at a hospital, far out of harm’s way.”61

  But now harm seemed a lot closer. Still, given how relaxed the stewardesses appeared to be, it didn’t seem like the end of the world. At least big hunks of ice were no longer thumping against the exterior and he no longer heard the engines growl as the pilot tried to break free of the storm. So things weren’t all bad.

  Acevedo hadn’t faced many storms in life. He was tall, trim, and very easy on the eyes. He’d lived a charmed existence. His father was the mayor of Zacatecas, a PRI party bigwig, and the proprietor of a successful general store. His mother had impeccable taste and was a fierce and flawless social gatekeeper.

  Thanks to the surrounding area’s vast network of once-fecund silver mines, the provincial capital of 44,000 (375 miles north of Mexico City) was once among the world’s wealthiest cities, and thanks to its pink neoclassical mansions, quaint cobblestone streets, dazzling and ubiquitous bougainvillea, and whimsical spouting fountains, it still appealed to many. But Zacatecas didn’t appeal to its mayor’s sixth of seven children. It was too cloistered. Raúl much preferred the sexy bustle of Graumann’s Chinese Theater in Hollywood to the cosseted processions to his hometown’s famous baroque cathedral. So he defied his father and slipped across the border.

  Like so many immigrants he took whatever jobs came his way, worked hard, and studied on the side. His first job was at a battery plant, where acid ruined his skin. He was drafted while packing tuna fish and taking international relations courses at UCLA.

  He especially liked one of StarKist’s benefits: he was the only unmarried male out of 48 as against “nearly a thousand young women employees who reported to me every day. Most were resident aliens like me but from Yugoslavia. Most were gorgeous. Many asked me to help them with their English!” He’d had girlfriends in Zacatecas and Monterrey, but in LA, “I really hit the jackpot.”

  Now, however, a thousand exotic women was a distant memory. Now a provincial life didn’t sound so bad after all.

  Rachel Hoopi’s background was also provincial: a rural Hawaiian village. Before the fire alarm erupted, the trip to Germany had been a dream come true.

  The 31-year-old was unique in several ways. Hoopi was the only one of the seven wives aboard not traveling with their husband, the only one traveling with children, and she was 2,500 miles farther from home than anyone else.

  She’d boarded in a joyous mood, full of gratitude. Though it was open seating and the cabin was divided into two- and three-seat rows, she was able to grab an empty three-seat row for herself and her daughters, Luana, 9, and Uilani, 11.

  Hoopi had been pleading with the Army for two years to allow her and her girls to join her husband, Bernard, who was stationed in Munich. She was on Tiger 923 because the brass finally relented. Now she wished she hadn’t been such an effective pest.

  Seven-year-old Tom Elander was home in West Point with his 5-year-old sister, Jill, and 3-year-old brother, Troy. Their parents, Dick and Lois Elander, were glad of that.

  Dick was handsome, diffident, lanky, and laconic; Lois stunning, confident, and chipper, with a smile like a supernova. Before the alarm they’d spent most of their time catching up on sleep (they’d had all of 3 hours over the previous 24), playing gin rummy, or reading Atlantic Monthly. Major Elander removed the laminated “Ditching Drill” card from his seat-back pocket, read the instructions several times, but then, “irritated by its morbid message . . . leaned forward and turned it around.”62

  He now felt the scuttlebutt he’d heard about the unreliability of Flying Tiger Line wasn’t idle gossip. He really regretted not springing for a jet, though doing so would’ve eaten up some leave and more money than a major’s salary could comfortably afford. But two days and a few hundred bucks now seemed a cheap fare indeed.

  The last thing the U.S. Military Academy’s top eye doctor had wanted was another dose of stress. When the superintendent, dean of military instruction, or one of the generals who taught at the Academy or were always passing through called at 7:45 p.m. on a Sunday evening to ask if they could swing by his office for a routine exam in 15 minutes, Elander couldn’t say: “As my wife and I just sat down to watch The Ed Sullivan Show, can we meet tomorrow?” He had to drop everything and obey.

  Not that he complained. He felt honored to be part of such a noble institution, blessed to have a God-given talent, and humbled to be walking in the footsteps of all the great Army leaders who’d soared into outer space or otherwise served their nation by saving the world from tyranny, fascism, Nazism, and, now, communism. It was hard to be a good general, like Omar Bradley; a good astronaut, like Buzz Aldrin (he cross-commissioned in the Air Force); or a good president, like Dwight Eisenhower—West Pointers all—if you couldn’t see. While maybe not to the moon or 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, everyone knew Dick Elander was going places too.

  Everyone also knew that the smartest place he’d gone thus far was down on one knee to propose to Lois, in 1954. The Phi Beta Kappa and former flutist with the Seattle Symphony had effortlessly transitioned to become the Academy’s most sought-after dinner party hostess.

  Though on account of her Hollywood beauty and Emily Post perfectionism some of the other Army wives were a bit conflicted, their husband-generals and -colonels put up a common front and seemed less concerned about what was going on in Southeast Asia than scoring an invite to Lois’ next dinner party. They were a lot more fun and far less expensive than a trip to the City for a Broadway show and dinner. Fortunately, the Seattle transplants threw lots of parties: often twice a week, when they’d play host to four or five other couples.

  Lois wasn’t trying to impress anyone, hoping to advance her husband’s career. She simply loved to cook and entertain and was masterful at both. After everyone had had their fill of her delicious beef stroganoff, millet bread, and blueberry-rhubarb cake, she’d regale them by playing Gershwin on the piano or Bach on her flute.63 And while such feasting and festivities would’ve bankrupted other young couples with five mouths to feed on a major’s salary, she knew how to stretch her S&H Green Stamps.

  Lois and Dick looked more suited for a TV commercial aboard a Boeing 707 jet, zipping across the Atlantic, as opposed to aboard a banged-up Lockheed prop plane that needed to take a breather and swap out crews before reaching its final destination. They looked more the sort to have opted for white tablecloths, champagne, and prime rib, roasted and carved on board like in Pan Am’s Clipper Class, as opposed to paper napkins, pretzels, and Cokes.

  Their traveling companions were just as impressive. Naomi Devlin, 34, held a doctorate in psychology, as did her husband, John, 42. Like Major Elander, Major Devlin was part of the elite West Point medical staff: only his field was psychological research, including shell shock. Prior to attending Penn State (where he met Naomi), he’d not just flown B-17 bombers during WWII, for which he’d received the prestigious Air Medal for valor, but also survived a ditching in the Adriatic.

  The four close friends had been very grateful the brass had granted them leave to travel, for the academic year had just begun and it was often the busiest time for West Point’s medical staff. Now they wished the Army had been more typically bureaucratic.

  Stewardess Carol Gould hadn’t been helping her three colleagues hand out drinks and snacks because she’d snuck off to grab some sleep as soon as Tiger 923 cleared the storm. She was so exhausted, she slept right through the loud alarm.

  She’d boarded in New Jersey half-asleep. “I’d just climbed into bed when the phone rang at four thirty in the morning.”64 It was Tiger crew scheduling calling to beg her to fill in for a colleague who’d taken ill. Had Gould not come to the rescue, Tiger 923 would’ve been scrubbed because the Federal Aviation Agency required four stewardesses even though just 68 occupied the 100-seat configuration.

  At McGuire, chief stewardess Sims had assured Gould she could sleep the entire flight if she wanted
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