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On November 24, 1971, at approximately 1:00 PM PST, an unidentified man purchased a one way ticket for Northwest Orient Airlines Flight 305 at Portland International Airport. The ticket cost $20, equivalent to approximately $143 in 2023 when adjusted for inflation according to U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics data.

The purchaser used the alias "Dan Cooper" during the transaction. Ticket agent Florence Schaffner processed the cash payment and later described the customer as a white male in his mid 40s wearing a black raincoat, loafers, and sunglasses. Witnesses reported he carried a briefcase described as brown leather with silver clasps.

Flight 305 was a scheduled 30 minute domestic route from Portland, Oregon to Seattle, Washington. The aircraft was a Boeing 727 100 with registration number N467US, a short to medium range narrow body jet capable of carrying 94 passengers. Federal Aviation Administration records indicate only 37 passengers were booked on the flight that day, representing a 39.4% occupancy rate.

The ticket number was documented as 004583. Northwest Orient Airlines maintained carbon copy records of all transactions, which investigators later recovered. These records showed the purchase occurred at the main ticket counter near Gate 52 in Terminal 1. Surveillance footage from the era was unavailable as Portland International Airport did not install security cameras in public areas until 1973.

FBI case file 305 387290 documents the transaction as occurring at 1:15 PM, though airline records show an earlier timestamp of 1:02 PM. This discrepancy arises from differing timekeeping methods between the airline's ticketing system and FBI investigators' reconstruction of events.

The alias entered into official records contained a clerical error when first transmitted to law enforcement. An FBI teletype dated November 25, 1971 misspelled the name as "D. B. Cooper", creating the moniker that would enter popular culture. This spelling error was confirmed in declassified documents released under the Freedom of Information Act in 2011.

Passenger manifests from Northwest Orient Airlines show no other travelers using the surname Cooper on Flight 305 or any other flight that week. The 1971 FBI investigation cross referenced the name with military records, identifying over 200 active personnel named Dan Cooper or Daniel Cooper, all of whom were eliminated as suspects by December 1971.

Financial analysis conducted for the FBI in 1972 determined the $20 cash payment consisted of two ten dollar bills. Serial numbers were not recorded during the transaction, standard practice for small cash purchases at the time. No fingerprints were recovered from the ticket counter according to Portland Police Bureau evidence logs.

A 2007 forensic audit of Northwest Orient's financial records by the Department of Justice confirmed the $20 transaction matched the airline's daily revenue report for November 24, 1971. The audit revealed the airline processed 7,412 cash transactions nationwide that day, with an average ticket price of $38.72, making Cooper's $20 payment 48.3% below average for the carrier.

The Boeing 727 100 aircraft used for Flight 305 featured rear airstair deployment capability, a design element that would later prove critical to the hijacking. According to Boeing engineering documents, only 407 Boeing 727 100 models were produced between 1963 and 1972, with Northwest Orient operating 21 in their fleet at the time of the incident.

Passenger travel patterns analyzed by the FBI showed November 24 fell on the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, typically a low travel period. Airport parking records indicate 1,412 vehicles used the parking facilities that day, approximately 37% of total capacity.

The "Dan Cooper" pseudonym generated significant investigative attention. Between 1971 and 2016, the FBI investigated 18 individuals named Dan Cooper or Daniel Cooper with possible connections to the case, according to case file supplements. All were conclusively eliminated through alibis, fingerprints, or DNA analysis.

In 2019, a team of researchers from the newspaper USA Today cross referenced the alias with comic book publications. They discovered a Canadian comic series titled "Dan Cooper" featuring a Royal Canadian Air Force test pilot, published between 1954 and 1974. No direct connection between these comics and the hijacking has been established.

The ticket stub itself has never been recovered. FBI evidence inventory records show only the carbon copy from the airline's processing machine was preserved as evidence item PDX 72 1142A.
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The Hijacking Note
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The hijacker later identified as Dan Cooper passed a handwritten note to Northwest Orient flight attendant Florence Schaffner during the initial ascent of Flight 305 from Portland to Seattle on November 24, 1971. According to Schaffner's FBI testimony, this occurred shortly after takeoff when the aircraft reached approximately 10,000 feet.

The note measured approximately 5 inches by 8 inches and was written in black ink using a felt tip pen on a single sheet of off white lined paper. Forensic analysis determined the paper stock matched common 20 pound bond paper available in commercial notebooks during that era. Handwriting experts noted the message appeared in uniform block capital letters with no observable slant, measuring 0.25 inches in height with consistent spacing between characters.

The complete text of the note read: "I HAVE A BOMB IN MY BRIEFCASE. I WILL USE IT IF NECESSARY." Schaffner initially placed the unopened note in her pocket, believing it contained contact information from a passenger, a common occurrence during flights according to her subsequent interviews with investigators. Cooper then leaned toward her and stated, "Miss, you'd better look at that note. I have a bomb," as documented in the FBI's NORJAK case file 305-1175.

Cooper instructed Schaffner to sit beside him in seat 18C after she read the note. Analysis of crew seating charts shows this positioned Cooper directly adjacent to the rear stairwell access door. The flight attendant complied and remained seated next to Cooper for the majority of the flight, during which time he opened his briefcase to display eight red cylinders connected with wires.

The original note became designated as evidence item Q1 in the FBI's investigation. Document examiners conducted microscopic analysis of the paper fibers and ink composition, comparing them to writing samples from over 800 suspects throughout the investigation. No definitive matches were established through handwriting analysis according to 1978 FBI forensic reports.

Schaffner described Cooper's demeanor during the note exchange as "calm" and "polite" in her initial statement to authorities, though she noted his instructions carried an implicit threat. The note contains no spelling errors or linguistic anomalies. Linguistic analysts from the FBI Behavioral Science Unit later determined the phrasing displayed careful composition rather than spontaneous writing.

The note remained in FBI custody until the case's closure in 2016, stored under controlled humidity and temperature conditions at the FBI Laboratory in Quantico, Virginia. Digital scans created in 2008 show slight discoloration along the left margin where Schaffner handled the document, consistent with fingerprint powder residue from initial processing.

Forensic paper analysis conducted in 2009 detected no watermarks or manufacturer identifiers. Researchers at the University of Virginia's Forensic Document Examination Center determined in 2012 that the ink composition matched Paper Mate brand pens available in commercial stores between 1968 and 1971, though no specific pen was recovered.

The note's text structure follows a direct two sentence format with no punctuation beyond periods. Psycholinguistic profiling conducted by the FBI's National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime in 1993 suggested the phrasing indicated familiarity with technical writing or military protocols, though this assessment remained speculative according to internal memoranda.

No fingerprints were recovered from the note despite multiple processing attempts using ninhydrin and silver nitrate techniques. The FBI Latent Print Unit's 1972 report concluded the paper's surface texture and handling by multiple individuals likely degraded potential ridge detail.

Schaffner retained custody of the note for approximately 12 minutes before notifying the flight deck crew. According to cockpit voice recorder transcripts, First Officer William Rataczak informed Captain William Scott of the hijacking situation at 2:50 PM PST.

The note's physical condition showed two vertical creases from folding, indicating it had been carried in Cooper's pocket prior to delivery. Fiber analysis conducted in 1985 detected trace amounts of polyester and wool fibers embedded in the paper, matching common suit fabrics from the early 1970s.

Cooper made no further written communications during the hijacking. The note represents the only verifiable handwritten artifact directly connected to the hijacker according to the FBI's case evidence log.
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