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The Mystery of D.B.Cooper

The case of D. B. Cooper remains the only unsolved case of air piracy in all of United States history. And this is not for lack of effort. Over forty five years of investigation, with all witnesses alive and well and several strong leads, the case kept finding itself drawing to a dead end, no matter how close to completion it seemed.

The mystery of D. B. Cooper ranks up there with mysteries such as the Loch Ness Monster or the sleeping fits of Kalachi village, and refers to an incident on the twenty fourth of November of 1971, where a man operating under the alias Dan Cooper hijacked a Boeing 727 plane midflight, halfway between Portland, Oregon and Seattle, Washington. His intent was to demand two hundred thousand dollars in ransom for the safe return of the passengers. Such a vast sum, equivalent to over a million in today's money, was eventually extorted and collected. After collecting the money, Dan Cooper parachuted and vanished. Not a single passenger or member of crew was injured in any way. The plane itself was intact. The money, and the hijacker, seemed to have disappeared into thin air. A manhunt began immediately in the area where Dan Cooper had descended, the Federal Bureau of Investigation opened their own case file and the media leapt onto the story like vultures. However despite constant searches, neither man nor money emerged.

What did emerge were floods of leads and witnesses. The Federal Bureau of Investigation ordered a composite be designed based on those who had seen the hijacker on board the plane. Many people came forward claiming to know or to be Dan Cooper, but none led to anything conclusive. In the course of media coverage some information was confused, and Dan Cooper's alias morphed into D. B. Cooper, a name which stuck. As the case extended, theories emerged guessing as to the identity, actions and whereabouts of this D. B. Cooper. Experts, reporters and detective enthusiasts alike put forward theories, varying from the likely to the wildly improbable. The only thing they all had in common was a distinct lack of evidence and results.

Ordinarily this sort of case would be quickly resolved. People do not appear out of thin air. This D. B. Cooper had to have a real identity, a real name, friends and family and an employer somewhere who could identify him by his composite portrait. Likewise people and money do not disappear into thin air. Had he survived, D. B. Cooper ought to have landed somewhere in the area where he parachuted down and be spending the ransom money on something. But as time went by and neither D. B. Cooper nor the money emerged, the Federal Bureau of Investigation grew weary. It seemed more and more certain that this man had perished during his parachuting and that the body would eventually be found. However nothing was quite so simple. Evidence continued to emerge for years. The case was only closed in July of this very year, 2016, as the amount of investigation far outweighed any benefits of discovering the truth.

What we do know for sure is what transpired that day. Or at least we know some of it for sure. It began at Portland International Airport. In the middle of the afternoon on the twenty fourth of November of 1971, a man approached the flight counter of Northwest Orient Airlines. The man was between five feet ten inches and six feet, in his mid forties, and of average build. He wore fairly ordinary travel clothes for the time: a black lightweight coat, black loafers, a dark suit, a pressed and ironed white collared shirt, a black tie and a mother of pearl tie pin. To any onlooker this was a perfectly ordinary man, not one anyone was likely to recall seeing at the airport. He was carrying a black case and identified himself as Dan Cooper when he booked his ticket: a one way ticket for flight 305 to Seattle, in the day a thirty minute trip. There was nothing unusual with this. It was Thanksgiving Eve, in the days long before extensive background checks and security measures were needed to board a flight. Thus it must have seemed perfectly reasonable to the person behind the counter that a man may want to be travelling to a destination not too far away for an undetermined amount of time over Thanksgiving. They must have seen hundreds, if not thousands of such cases over that year alone. D. B. Cooper was able to book his flight under his assumed identity without any further complaints or investigation, and he boarded the aircraft shortly after. He took seat 18C, although some of the other passengers questioned this, placing him in various seats over the flight. All these seats were positioned in the rear end of the passenger cabin. The case came with him as a carry on luggage item.

Apparently relaxed and wanting to seem as normal as possible, D. B. Cooper ordered a bourbon and soda and lit himself a cigarette as the remaining passengers boarded and found their seats. Nothing disrupted the start of the flight, which took off at ten to three in the afternoon, as planned, with only a third of its seats full. Now that they were airborne D. B. Cooper knew that he would not be disturbed as he put his plan into action. However he also had only thirty minutes to act. As soon as the plane was firmly into airspace, D. B. Cooper reached to the nearest flight attendant and handed her a note. Florence Schaffner was sitting in a jump seat fixed to the rear stair door and took the paper from him. She was used to getting items such as this. It was usually a number or an address or a solicitation from a lonely businessman or traveller seeking company. Rather than fret, she took the unopened note and dropped it into her purse. This was not according to D. B. Cooper's plans. He leaned in towards her, just close enough so that the other passengers would not hear, and whispered “Miss, you'd better look at that note, I have a bomb.” Words that made Florence Schaffner's blood run cold. She took the note from her bag and read it. Its exact words are completely lost, as is any evidence it may have provided to the case, as after Florence Schaffner was finished reading it D. B. Cooper reclaimed it, never to be seen again. What she did remember was that it was written neatly, all in capitals, with felt pen on the paper. It again stated that D. B. Cooper had a bomb on him, in his carry on briefcase, and that if she wanted nothing to happen she had to sit with him.

Florence Schaffner was understandably scared. This was long before the days of crisis training for these exact situations and D. B. Cooper's actions were completely alien to her other than through movie screens and newspaper pages. She sat down beside him as he requested and, for confirmation, quietly asked to see the bomb. D. B. Cooper briefly opened his case a few cracks, just enough for Florence Schaffner to see eight red cylinders, set in rows of four, inside the case. She recalls that they were attached to wires which were coated with red insulation and there was also a large battery connected. Then, he snapped it shut. That was all Florence Schaffner needed to know that she would be cooperating. As soon as the briefcase was closed, D. B. Cooper listed his demands. He needed two hundred thousand dollars, four parachutes, and for a fuel truck to be arranged to wait for him in Seattle so that the aircraft could be refuelled when it descended. Then, Florence Schaffner was released and sent to the cockpit to explain the situation. Meanwhile, D. B. Cooper put on some sunglasses and resumed smoking and drinking in a quiet and relaxed manner. Nobody had noticed anything.

As soon as Florence Schaffner relayed the information to him, the pilot, William Scott got in contact with air traffic control for the airspace they were in at the time. Air traffic control then passed the information on to the ground authorities which would be concerned, as well as to federal authorities. So as not to cause panic, William Scott was told to inform the remaining passengers that arrival in Seattle would be delayed due to a minor technical difficulty. In the meantime, negotiations for the ransom were taking place. The demand had not been placed directly on any official or individual. However, although it is not standard US policy to give in to terrorist demands, the at the time president of Northwest Orient Airlines, Donald Nyrop, took it upon himself to resolve the situation. He authorized the payment of the ransom and demanded that his employees be fully cooperative with the hijacker's demands. Meanwhile, the pilot himself had to make time for the police to arrive on the scene. It took two hours of circling above the airport for the arrival of all officials to be confirmed. They had with them the parachutes and ransom money which D. B. Cooper had demanded, but also additional reinforcements, prepared to address the situation should an opportunity to turn the tables arise.

But that opportunity did not happen. D. B. Cooper was far more intelligent and educated than previous hijackers whom law officials had to deal with until then. He was familiar with the area, able to point out landmarks, cities and areas from above. He was well aware of the general area around the Seattle-Tacoma Airport, noting that the McChord Air Force Base was a twenty minute drive from there. Florence Schaffner appeared to be his confidante of choice over the flight, giving her deeper insight into his character and possible motivations than anyone else for the duration of the hijacking. She noted that he was calm and collected over the course of the flight, showing no signs of nervousness. He was also not cruel or aggressive. He was thoughtful of the hostages for the duration of the flight, and did not display the traits of a hardened criminal. He bought himself a second drink of bourbon and paid for it, as though nothing were wrong. He even attempted to give Florence Schaffner the change as a tip. He offered to request meals and necessities for the crew during their stop in Seattle, suggesting that the passengers may be released, but that the crew were expected to do some more work yet. This was in stark contrast with previous hijackings as well as popular image. More commonly an act of air piracy would be committed by someone from the lower classes, someone displaying paranoid traits, someone who was obviously in need of money or an escape route. But D. B. Cooper seemed to be none of those. He did not appear desperate for the money or particularly greedy. He did not seem afraid or nervous or upset. He showed no signs of being a hardened criminal and was not identified as someone with a criminal history. To all intents and purposes, for the duration of the hijacking he continued to pass as a perfectly ordinary man. The fellow passengers suspected little to nothing.

The Federal Bureau agents assembled the money from several banks in ten thousand unmarked twenty dollar bills. They made note of the serial numbers, designation, and took photographs of each of them for traceability purposes. They also brought four military issued parachutes, considering that parachutes were not common features in most airports at the time. However D. B. Cooper was not prepared, for whatever reason, to accept these parachutes and demanded normal civilian ones with manual ripcords. The police had to rush to meet his demands, eventually sourcing four civilian parachutes from a local skydiving school. It was only at that point that the situation could progress. D
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