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    Dedicated to the victims of TWA Flight 260; to TWA Captain Larry DeCelles, who devoted himself to setting things right; and to the Family Assistance Foundation, whose worldwide mission is empowering disaster victims.
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    Preface

    This is the heartwarming tale of a tragedy: the crash of Trans World Airlines Flight 260 onto the upper slopes of Sandia Mountain near Albuquerque, New Mexico, on February 19, 1955.

    It is a topsy-turvy tale of the events concerning the crash of an airliner in which facts and their apparent contradictions are both true; and well-considered conclusions, turned round, become the basis for comprehending the realities.

    It is a tale of days, minutes, and seconds spread out over the span of half a century; a dramatic adventure story of days spent upon a beautiful, spectacular, treacherous mountain; a mystery story of the last few minutes of the aircraft as it approached its end and of its last few seconds before it crashed upon a magnificent granite spire.
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    Figure 1. TWA Flight 260: Skyliner Binghamton at Louisville, Kentucky, in 1953. (Edward Peck Photo/John Proctor Collection.)
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    Figure 2. Passenger waiting room in the Albuquerque terminal, circa 1950. The Pop Chalee (Merina Lujan) buffalo murals above the TWA ticket counter are still on display at the Albuquerque Sunport. (By permission of the Albuquerque History Museum.)

  


  
    1: Flight Prelude

    Prelude

    The story begins at the Albuquerque airport terminal in the early hours of a frigid Saturday morning in February 1955. Completed in 1939, the Old Airport Terminal wasand still isa noteworthy place. Carefully designed and constructed of adobe bricks made at the site and of wood and flagstone from the mountain forests near the city, it blends in with the surrounding desert landscape. The City of Albuquerque Web site eloquently describes its picturesque interior features “high ceilings with herringbone latillas, rough-hewn beams, heavy wood columns with corbel brackets, rough-plastered walls, recessed bays with ornate wooden screens, tin chandeliers, flagstone floors, and even a corner fireplace.”

    Albuquerque had been an important stopover point from the earliest days of transcontinental commercial aviation. Modern navigational systems, weather prediction technologies, and reliable radios hadn’t been developed then; and pilots followed railroad tracks and highways to wend their ways over the barren desert landscapes. Eastward flights from San Francisco were directed south through Los Angeles because the Sierra Nevada Mountains blocked the direct route for low-altitude aircraft. Short hops were in vogue because of unpredictable weather conditions and limited flying ranges. Night flying was out of the question because of all of the above.

    The development of sophisticated electronic technology, weather prediction systems, and systematic approaches to navigation were greatly accelerated by World War II, but were still in their infancy in 1955they were not widely understood, accepted, or implemented in either commercial or private aviation.

    The Skyliner Binghamton

    One of the victims in this saga was the Skyliner Binghamton, a Martin 404 that was endowed with an improbably prominent tail that towered almost twenty-nine feet above the tarmac and some five feet higher than the Lockheed Constellation, the largest passenger liner flying at that time.

    That incongruous tail will loom large throughout this saga.

    Its wingspan of ninety-three feet and length of seventy-five made it a large plane, but its passenger capacity was less than half that of the Constellation. Its cruising range of one thousand miles matched that of the far smaller Douglas DC-3, the dominant airliner of that time. Passengers boarded the Skyliner Binghamton (identified by the number on its tail) using the retractable stairs, shown in Figure 1, that were built into the plane itself, thus permitting it to serve out-of-the-way airports that could ill afford special boarding stairs.

    Friday, February 18

    Trans World Airlines Flight 260 began its trip eastward from San Francisco, flew directly to Las Vegas, Nevada, and then proceeded to Albuquerque for an overnight stay. The plan was to continue on to Baltimore, Maryland, the next day. It could fly over the Sierras because the Martin 404 aircraftwith a pressurized cabin and altitude ceiling of twenty-nine thousand feethad the capacity for topping the summit of Mount Everest. Its flying range of one thousand miles, however, dictated landing for fuel every four hours.

    An overnight stay in a comfortable hotel in downtown Albuquerque would break up the flight. The crew for the first leg of Flight 260 would not continue eastward, as they were based in either San Francisco or Albuquerquealternating between the two cities being less fatiguing for them and more economical for the airline.

    Flight Hostess Kathleen Kadas would remain in her home in Albuquerque that night. She would long remember Flight 260.

    Her replacement, Sharon Schoening, would not.

    Saturday, February 19 | The Passengers

    Early the next morning, the thirteen passengers for Flight 260 were checking in at the ticket counter.

    Alfred and Dorothy Schoonmaker, the oldest among them, were from Sausalito, California. They had taken the flight from San Francisco to Albuquerque the evening before to meet their son-in-law, William R. Campbell, who had been summoned at the last moment from Tenafly, New Jersey. The three would make the short hop that morning to Santa Fe, where the men would explore the possibility of setting up an extension of their company. As her children were all grown, Mrs. Schoonmaker was enjoying the opportunity for traveling with her husband and visiting her niece at Los Alamos. Campbell’s wife, Alice, would have enjoyed the trip too, but remained in New Jersey with the travails of early pregnancy.
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    Figure 3. Passenger Alfred G. Schoonmaker. (Courtesy of Barbara Schoonmaker.)
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    Figure 4. Passenger Dorothy Schoonmaker. (Courtesy of Barbara Schoonmaker.)

    Mr. Schoonmaker was a diesel mana remanufacturer of diesel engines. He bought used engines (sometimes sold to him as junk) disassembled them, repaired or replaced worn-out or obsolete components, then reassembled them for customers, who were buying functionally new machines at bargain prices.

    His father had founded the A. G. Schoonmaker Company in 1898 in New Jersey and opened a New York office in 1918 at 25 Church Street, the future site of the World Trade Center. The firm marketed heavy equipment, buying used cranes and earthmovers and reselling them in Latin America. They established a London office and a yard in Jersey City, where he stored purchases and consignments to be shipped to foreign buyers.

    Upon the death of his father in 1932, he assumed control of the company and discovered that it was bankrupt. The depth of the Great Depression was hardly a propitious time to start afresh, but he succeeded in redirecting the company’s efforts toward the diesel engines that were beginning to come into prominent use and were destined to become the company mainstay. Diesel engines would become the primary power source for military equipment on the ground and at sea during World War II.

    Immediately after the war, the company became engaged in the postwar dismantling of Navy ships, buying destroyer escorts, submarines, landing ship mediums (LSMs), and landing ship tanks (LSTs) from the government; keeping their diesel engines; and converting the rest to scrap. They set up operations in Sausalito near San Francisco and San Carlos near San Diego. Schoonmaker Point, Schoonmaker Marina, and the Schoonmaker Building remain in Marin County, across the bay from San Francisco, to this day.

    Electrical power came into its own after the war, and the company found ready markets for power-generating units for industries, utilities, and municipalities in regions throughout the world, including Brazil, England, Ceylon, India, Chile, and East Africa.

    William R. Campbell, vice president of A. G. Schoonmaker, was ideal for the job. Prematurely bald at the age of twenty-nine, Bill Campbell looked far older, and company clients liked and trusted him as a man who knew his business. His father-in-law had asked him to travel to Albuquerque at the last minute because he needed his expertise at the business meeting scheduled in Santa Fe.
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    Figure 5. Passenger William R. Campbell. (Courtesy of Ginny Campbell.)

    Robert Balk, an eminent geologist at the New Mexico Bureau of Mines, was traveling eastward to attend a meeting of the scholarship committee of the National Science Foundation. He was carrying a recently completed geological map of the Precambrian formations of the Tres Hermanas Mountains of New Mexico. He had chosen TWA Flight 260 so that he could have a brief visit with his daughter Mary. She was a student at Stephens College in Columbia, Missouri.
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    Figure 6. Passenger Robert Balk. (Courtesy of the Geological Society of America.)

    Born in 1899 in Reval, Estonia, Balk attended geology lectures at Breslau University in Poland to pass his oral exam for the PhD, which he earned summa cum laude in 1923. Facing the problem of how to earn a living amid the monetary inflation years of the postwar Depression, he gladly accepted a ticket from an uncle living in New York to come and see the geology of the Hudson River Valley. He supported himself as an assistant in the geology department at Columbia University and as a part-time waiter.

    He did so well at the latter that in six months’ time he was offered the position of headwaiter, but instead accepted the lower salaried position of instructor at Hunter College in New York City. There he remained until 1935, when he ascended to the chairmanship of the geology department at Mount Holyoke College in Massachusetts.

    The studies that gained Balk national prominence in geological circles were done largely at his own expense on weekends and in his spare time. He declined an oil company offer so that he could focus his energies on the investigations that he loved. Though igneous rock would never prove as lucrative as oil-bearing shale, his life’s work would be devoted to it.

    He married in 1946 and a year later leaped at the opportunity to teach at the University of Chicago, where he could concentrate on scientific research. Though he loved teaching at Mount Holyoke, he longed to do more research and have students who desired to apply their lives to his field. The Mount Holyoke College administration and his colleagues recognized his achievements, but their purpose was to educate well-rounded women citizens who would take their places in societynot in geologyafter graduation.

    The move to Chicago proved fruitful in that regard, but his remoteness from the field began to vex him. He was a superb teacher but was dedicated to fieldwork and was happiest next to an outcropbe it under the blazing sun, the gray, cloudy skies of New England, or the snows of the Adirondacks.

    He accepted an offer to join the New Mexico Bureau of Mines at Socorro, New Mexico, in 1952 as principal geologist. The geological landscape there entranced him, as did the good weather for fieldwork and a highly congenial atmosphere. Balk was happy and enjoyed his work as never before.

    He was president of the tectonophysics section of the Geophysical Union, and his participation in activities of the National Research Council brought him east at least once a year.

    Precambrian geology was his passion. And it was Precambrian granite that felled him.

    Harold E. Tips, like Robert Balk, was associated with geologynot as a scientist, but as an accountant. As the vice president and land man for the Helmerich Payne Oil & Gas Drilling & Exploration Company, he had been searching land records in Santa Fe the day before the crash and had boarded a plane to return to his home in Tulsa, Oklahoma. When the flight turned back because of bad weather, he remained in Albuquerque to have dinner with longtime friendsthe DeWitt Blacks, formerly of Pecos, Texas.
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    Figure 7. Passenger Harold E. Tips. (Courtesy of Robert Tips.)

    During his visit with the Blacks that evening, he showed them a demitasse cup he had purchased that day for his wife. After the cup was lost in the ensuing crash, Mr. Black bought and delivered a duplicate cup to the surviving family during his stay in Tulsa for his friend’s funeral.

    Just before ending his visit, Tips played several songs on the piano, ending with the gospel hymn “In the Garden.”

    In the Garden

    John 20:18

    I come to the garden alone,

    While the dew is still on the roses;

    And the voice I hear, falling on my ear,

    The Son of God discloses.

    And he walks with me, and he talks with me,

    And he tells me I am his own;

    And the joy we share as we tarry there,

    None other has ever known.

    He speaks, and the sound of his voice

    Is so sweet, the birds hush their singing,

    And the melody that he gave to me,

    Within my heart is ringing.

    I’d stay in the garden with him,

    Though the night around me be falling,

    But he bids me go; through the voice of woe,

    His voice to me is calling.

    Harold Tips was born in 1905 in Runge, Texas; his uncle became its first mayor when the town was later incorporated in 1912. Like Robert Balk, the Tips family had emigratedthough far earlier, in 1849, from Germany. Harold attended San Marcos State College, then graduated from the University of Texas with a bachelor’s degree in accounting and began employment in accounting firms in San Angelo and Fort Worth. In 1937 he became manager of the Eppenauer Drilling Company as well as of several of Mr. Eppenauer’s farms near Pecos, Texas. He was made an officer and manager of Texas Cotton Industries, a cotton gin cooperative, in 1943; then moved to San Angelo in 1945 to be the manager of Cardinal Oil Company. The firm was acquired by Helmerick & Payne in 1949, necessitating a move to Tulsa, Oklahoma, his home when he boarded Flight 260.

    Six feet tall and weighing 190 pounds, Tips was a robust and active man, deacon in the Presbyterian Church, avid fisherman, hunter, golfer, champion tennis player in his early adult life, and Boy Scout Troop committeeman.

    The Reverend Earl Frederick Davis was a newcomer to Albuquerque when he boarded Flight 260. Three weeks earlier, he and his wife, Jessie, had traveled from their former church near Modesto, California, to assume their duties as the new pastors of the First Assembly of God Church.
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    Figure 8. Passenger Rev. Earl F. Davis (on the far right, behind his wife, Jessie) at the July 1936 Seminole (Oklahoma) District Camp for the Assemblies of God. (Courtesy of the Flower Pentecostal Heritage Center, Springfield, Missouri.)

    Upon receiving word that his brother Walter had died of a heart attack on February 18, the day before the crash, he immediately made plans to attend the funeral in Oklahoma City. That evening, members and friends of the First Assembly of God Church gave the Davises a welcoming receptionperhaps at the same time that Harold Tips was playing “In the Garden” on the piano for his friends.

    Earl Davis was born in 1903 in Fort Smith, Arkansas, and eighteen years later married Jessie Barger in Purcell, Oklahoma. In 1925 he accepted Christ as his Savior, entering the ministry as an evangelist in 1927 and being ordained in 1929, four days after the stock market crash that heralded the arrival of the Great Depression.

    Most of the rest of his life was spent in full-time ministry, pastoring, and evangelism. Between all but two of his pastorates he spent time as an evangelist in the field.

    He pastored at picturesquely named towns: Hichita, Henryetta, Gracemont, Chickasha, El Reno, Oklahoma City, and Tulsa, Oklahoma; Tulare, Stockton, Alameda, and Ceres in California; and El Dorado in Arkansas.

    He also served as Christ’s ambassador president and Sunday school director of the Oklahoma district for two years and, while pastoring, was a sectional presbyter in both Oklahoma and California.

    Lois Dean, a farmer’s daughter turned schoolteacher, was born in 1913 in Hollis, Oklahoma. The fourth of five daughters of Thomas and Kate Dean, she also had four half siblings from her mother’s previous marriage. After her mother’s death in 1925 and her father’s in 1932, Lois and her sisters lived with a half sister and her husband for the next two years.
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    Figure 9. Passenger Lois Dean as a first grade teacher at the Lew Wallace School in Albuquerque. (Courtesy of Leroy Doyel.)

    Their life during the Great Depression was Spartan. Spending money was scarce. Though it was also the dust bowl era, they had sufficient water to grow food for the family on their own farm. Her family had remained in Hollis, but most of the highway travel then was headed west, where folks hoped to find work.

    Having obtained her teaching credentials from Southwestern State Teachers College, she was teaching first grade in McLoud, near Oklahoma City, when World War II broke out. Her sister Jessie Doyel moved nearby with her two children and husband, Marvin, who would commute to work in the Douglas plant that opened at Tinker Air Force Base in 1943 to build C-47 aircraft.

    According to her nephew, Leroy Doyel, Lois headed west about 1947 and continued teaching in public schools, becoming so enthralled with Albuquerque and New Mexico in general that she convinced Jessie to visit her with her two sons and consider moving there. The three arrived in 1950 accompanied by Lois’s older half sister, Gracie, and her husband, Estel, who had never been farther than fifty miles from Hollis. Jessie and her sons remained in Albuquerque, but the others returned to Oklahoma.

    Lois was a pillar of strength, a mentor, and an inspiration to Jessie as well as to others who knew herespecially her nieces and nephews, whom she adored. She was active in the First Baptist Church of Albuquerque, teaching Sunday school, visiting parishioners, performing benevolence work, and helping young people.

    Although she was highly satisfied and happy as a first grade teacher at Lew Wallace School in Albuquerque, Lois’s horizons broadened and she was seriously considering employment with the U.S. government teaching military dependents overseas in Japan. Applicant interviews were being conducted at the regional office in Oklahoma City.

    As Lois had never flown and thought it would be a good experience, she booked her ticket aboard TWA Flight 260.

    Dan A. Collier was president of the Dan Cohen Shoe Company (reputedly the first shoe chain in the USA), headquartered in Cincinnati and consisting of roughly a hundred retail stores, primarily in Ohio, Kentucky, and the southeastern United States. (Some of the stores operated under the name of Cohen were changed to Collier to reflect the family name.) The reason for his ill-fated trip to Albuquerque was that the company had recently opened a store there. He was on his way to Little Rock, Arkansas, and expected to return home to Cincinnati to celebrate his fiftieth birthday on the following Friday.
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    Figure 10. Passenger Dan A. Collier as a lieutenant commander during World War II. His youthful appearance was much the same in 1955. (Courtesy of Dan A. Collier Jr.)

    A 1927 graduate of the University of Michigan, he obtained a master’s degree from the University of Chicago, then attended Harvard Law School and graduated from the College of Law at the University of Cincinnati. He served as a lieutenant in the U.S. Navy during World War II. Though he had a law degree, he never practiced law.

    His family included his wife, Betty, and two children, Dan Jr. and Peggy, who described him as a very nice, soft-spoken mana man who loved to play the harmonica, had a passion for flying, and owned a small plane.

    Worth H. Nicholl, a professional engi-neer and assistant to the executive vice president of the Public Service Company of New Mexico, was looking forward to rejoining his family in Amarillo, Texas, and celebrating his son Larry’s fourteenth birthday on February 22. A council commissioner for the Northern New Mexico Boy Scouts, he had been master of ceremonies at a scout leader banquet in Santa Fe the week before, in which council leaders had given Governor John F. Simms a report on the progress of scouting during the year.
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    Figure 11. Passenger Worth H. Nicholl. Photo taken at the Boy Scout banquet for Governor Simms shortly before the crash. (Courtesy of Mary Hoch.)

    Born in 1911 in Plainview, Texas, he grew up in Tulia. He delivered milk before and after school for his dairyman father, who, having only an eighth-grade education, sent his sons to Texas A&M College in the worst of the Great Depression. Worth earned a degree in mechanical engineering, and his brothers became veterinarians.

    Married in 1935, living in Paris, Texas, and earning his livelihood as a salesman, he moved later to Amarillo to work for the Public Service Company of Texas. A lieutenant commander in the Naval Reserve during World War II, he volunteered for service in the Seabees, but was called back as his services were far more valuable at home. After the war he worked for the U.S. Bureau of Reclamations, developing significant transmission line and power plant innovations at Elephant Butte Dam in New Mexico and Hoover Dam in Nevada. A frequent testifier at congressional hearings in Washington, he was also an established procrastinatorhis staff learned to line up at the airport to snare his signature on documents.

    The Public Service Company of New Mexico hired him in 1954, after they tired of having him as an opponent. While maintaining his residence in Amarillo, where some of his children were in school, he lived at the Elks Club in Albuquerque and also served as scoutmaster of Troop 142, sponsored by the Saint Francis Xavier Catholic Church. He was an avid weight lifter and a large man even by today’s standards; he worked out at the YMCA three days a week. He had also run cross-country at Texas A&M.

    Nicholl was also an accomplished musician who had learned to play the tuba in high school, played in the marching band at Texas A&M, and later established himself with the Amarillo Symphony. He encouraged his children to play musical instruments and sing in choral groups.

    I knew him slightly and have never forgotten the classy way that he had first introduced himself to me at Boy Scout camporee in the fall of 1954: “I’m Worth Nichollbut some folks say I’m not even worth a nickel.”

    He was looking forward to moving his family to Albuquerque in the summer.

    Robert S. Nyeland and Harry M. Shuth, professional engineers, had boarded Flight 260 in Las Vegas, Nevada, to return home to Kansas City. They were production supervisors for Bendix Corporation and had traveled west the previous Sunday as an observation team to witness nearby atomic bomb tests.

    Homer Bray, an Albuquerque insurance and real estate operator, was en route to Topeka, Kansas, on business.

    Robert B. Reilly, a highly respected regional engineer for the American Institute of Steel Construction (AISC) and a 1926 graduate of Texas A&M College, was returning to his home in Dallas, Texas.

    AISC continues to this day as a not-for-profit technical institute and trade association for the use of structural steel in the construction industry.

    The Crew

    The crew for the second leg of Flight 260, from Albuquerque to Kansas City, had flown into Albuquerque from Kansas City the night before.

    Captain Ivan Spong was born on a farm west of Chanute, Kansas, in 1910, and had learned to shoulder responsibilities early in life. His father had contracted the flu during the great pandemic of 1918 and had suffered from weakened lungs until his death in 1926. As the oldest male, Ivan worked after school, on weekends, and in the summers to help support his family. He had little free time in high school, but still did well in math, science, and shop classes and in basketball and track. With the family’s financial constraints, he never had a chance to attend college, delivering ice and working in the oil fields instead.
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    Figure 12. TWA Captain Ivan Spong. (Courtesy of Larry DeCelles.)

    Spong showed an interest in flying at an early age and loved to hang around the Chanute airportperhaps inspired by the Kansas sky that dominated the landscape or by the airplane manufacturing plants in nearby Wichita. He received formal flight training in Chanute through a Depression-era program while picking up knowledge about airplane mechanics, navigation, and instrument flying on his own. When he found a badly wrecked airplane, he used his mechanical skills to repair it with salvaged parts. His landing strip was the farm where one of his sisters lived; an old barn served as a hangar.

    He began his professional flying career in Wichita as a test pilot for Cessna Aircraft, earned extra cash as a local flight instructor, and later flew bombers to Canada for a U.S. aircraft company before being accepted for training as a TWA pilot in 1942. During World War II, he made over one hundred trips to Europe, flying large transport planes for the Air Transport Command; he carried supplies and payroll on his way over and returned with injured U.S. soldiers or German prisoners-of-war. When returning to New York with the latter, he made a point of flying by the Statue of Liberty to give them a vivid reminder of why our country was in the war.

    Spong rose to the rank of captain with TWA after the war, and he and his wife, Jean, adopted a son, Michael, in 1950, providing Ivan with a new focus and a chance to pass on the many things he had learned about life. He was doing well in business with investments in oil leases around Chanute and a partnership interest in an airplane; and he continued to play a strong role in supporting his mother.

    He was known among his fellow pilots as a quiet but firm captainone who flew by the book. When a cousin asked him whether he was ever afraid while flying, he replied that he wasn’t, but that the route between Albuquerque and Santa Fe gave him concern when he had to fly under poor visibility.

    Captain Spong was now a veteran pilot who had just completed his twelfth year for the airline at the age of forty-four. He had logged nearly thirteen thousand hoursat least fifteen hundred of them flying instruments in the cloudsand more than one hundred trips over the Atlantic, to London, Paris, Lisbon, Rome, Athens, and Cairo. He had flown the route from Albuquerque to Santa Fe many times, in all kinds of weather; this trip would be his twelfth in the current month. A week earlier he had flown it under the watchful eye of a company check pilot.

    First Officer Jesse James Creason Jr. was born in 1925 in Datto, a small farming community in the pancake-flat cotton fields of northeastern Arkansas. Known as “Junior” as a youngster, he disliked the nickname, and as an adult used “J. J.” on business correspondence, although his family and friends called him “Jim.”
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    Figure 13. TWA First Officer J. J. Creason Jr. (Courtesy of Gary Creason.)

    He and two older sisters spent their early years helping their parents on a family farm in the poverty-stricken rural South during the Great Depression. An elder brother had died at a young age after being kicked by a horse. Junior’s feet may have been in the dirt, but his thoughts were in the skies; he dreamed of things far beyond what a small town in Arkansas had to offer. He quit school after the ninth grade and left home at the age of eighteen to work for Bendix Aircraft Corporation in Wayne, Michigan, where he learned to inspect aircraft carburetors and read specification blueprints. He had an aptitude for mechanical work and a talent for drawing, and he loved airplanes.

    For a gifted young man of limited means, World War II would offer opportunity as well as danger and adventure. He was inducted into the army in Detroit in October 1943, and, as the nation desperately needed pilots and crews to man U.S. Army Air Corps bomber squadrons, his lack of formal schooling did not stand in the way. The army stood ready to provide the necessary training, and he seized the opportunity. Initially trained as an aircraft engine mechanic and crew chief, he shifted to be an aerial gunner and bombardier, ending up as a flight engineer on B-17s. The war ended before he was deployed into combat, and Sergeant Creason was honorably discharged in April 1946.

    While home on leave during the war, he met a young woman named Tommie King from a nearby farm in Arkansas. They were married soon after he was discharged from the army and spent their first few years together in such places as Pocahontas, Arkansas; Malden, Missouri; and St. Louis, Missouri.

    Like many returning World War II soldiers, Creason used the G.I. Bill to maximum advantage, taking civilian flying lessons and embarking on a career as a pilot. By age twenty-four, in 1949, he had become an accomplished aviator, earning licenses as private pilot, commercial pilot, and flight instructor while studying for a General Education Diploma (GED). He received his GED in early 1950, only a few days before earning a flight examiner license.

    He had also accumulated an impressive number of flight hours crop dusting (a delicate and hazardous occupation), conducting flight instruction, and flying U.S. Forest Service personnel over fire-ravaged areas for aerial photography. During those years, he managed to buy several airplanes, including a Stearman, a legendary open-cockpit biplane.

    Like many young pilots of that era, Creason loved fast cars and spent much of his spare time building and tinkering with them. This was a time when state-of-the-art automotive technology was accessible to a car enthusiast working in a home garage. By the time of his death, Creason had painstakingly converted a black 1950 Ford V-8 convertible into a gleaming hot rod, complete with delicately tuned chrome-plated dual carburetors, chrome-plated dual exhausts, and a growling glass-pack muffler system.

    Jim Creason quickly embraced fatherhood when a son, Gary, was born in 1950. By the age of two, Gary regularly accompanied his father everywhere around North Kansas City, Missouri, where they now livedto automotive garages, an occasional tavern, and the local pool hall.

    Creason’s airline career began with TWA in 1951 in Kansas City, when he first met his soon-to-be close friend, TWA Captain Al Gettings, in a room full of other hopeful job applicants. About ten minutes before closing time at 5:00 p.m., frustrated Jim Creason rose to leave, muttering words to the effect that he was an experienced pilot, and if TWA wasn’t interested, he could find a good flying job elsewhere. Gettings, by then the only other applicant still waiting, stopped Creason and persuaded him to wait just a little longer. Moments later, an exhausted interviewer entered the room and hired them on the spot.

    By February 1955, at age twenty-nine, First Officer Creason had been piloting for TWA for more than three years and had amassed nearly four thousand flying hours. He had flown the Albuquerque route some thirty-two times and was well acquainted with its hazardous features.

    He and Tommie had recently bought their first house. A second child, an eleven-month-old daughter named Jana, had her father wrapped around her finger. He would never see his third child, Jill, who would be born exactly five months after his final day in the air.

    Flight hostess Sharon Schoening was born May 3, 1931, the daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Delbert Schoening, in Spencer, Iowathe home of Iowa’s largest county fair and the seat of Clay County at the confluence of the Sioux and Ocheyedan Rivers in the northwest corner of the state.
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    Figure 14. TWA flight hostess Sharon Schoening. Photo taken shortly before her death. (Courtesy of Lynn Schoening.)

    Nicknamed Shari, she and her twin brother, Dean, were raised there and graduated from the high school in the class of 1949. She was then employed by the Equitable of Iowa Life Insurance Company, serving there for two years before venturing forth to Kansas City, Missouri, for a year and a half of training at the TWA flight school. After completing her training she worked as a hostess for the airline for twenty months prior to her death.

    Flight hostesses of that era were proud of the title. To them, hostess implied distinction. Flight attendant was a pedestrian termits initials also stood for fat ass.

    Flight toward Santa Fe

    TWA Captain Larry DeCelles is the source for the following narrative. He was not in Albuquerque that day, but his descriptions of the aircraft crew’s flight preparation and takeoff were derived from official records and from his own professional experiences. He will play a major role in this saga, but I’ll introduce him more properly later.

    The Skyliner Binghamton was parked on the tarmac near the terminalan air-conditioner truck pumping heated air into its frigid cabin, while a ground-power unit was supplying its electricity. Baggage handlers were busy too, loading the cargo bins, while commissary men carried aboard thermoses full of hot coffee and containers with ham and scrambled eggs.

    A fuel truck pulled up and parked under the nose of the ship. The ground service helper climbed out of the truck and walked into the airport restaurant, where he found the captain and the first officer sipping coffee with the flight hostess as she finished her breakfast. The men were planning to have their breakfasts on board the plane after departing from Santa Fe, just twenty-six minutes’ flying time from Albuquerque.

    The ground service helper asked the captain whether he was satisfied with the amount of fuel specified in the dispatcher’s release message. When the captain confirmed the amount, he returned to his truck.

    The elevation of Albuquerque is one mile above sea level, while Santa Fe, a thousand feet higher, lies just forty-five miles away on a straight-line course to the northeast. Directly between them, Sandia Mountain rises a precipitous vertical mile above the Rio Grande Valley floor to a height of nearly eleven thousand feet. Originating at a point southeast of Albuquerque, the mountain ridge extends to the north-northwest, passing ten miles east of the airport and terminating at a point approximately twenty miles north-northeast of the city. Though the minimum safe altitude for the straight-line course from Albuquerque to Santa Fe was thirteen thousand feet, airport officials never authorized instrument-guided flights over it.

    [image: Williams_Fig15.jpg]

    Figure 15. Probable path of TWA Flight 260 as conjectured by the Civil Aeronautics Board. The path deduced by the Air Line Pilots Association is the dashed line below it.

    The approved air route was only nine miles longer than the straight-line coursea dogleg running north-northwest from Albuquerque, then east-northeast into Santa Fe. The minimum prescribed altitude for instrument flight along this route is nine thousand feet above sea level. It was along this route and at this altitude that Spong and Creason had planned their flight. The trip would take twenty-six minutes.

    An air force colonel was having breakfast in the kitchen of his home a mile and a half northeast of the airport terminal building. He had planned a hunting trip in the Sandias, and his companions were to pick him up at 7:00 a.m. Looking out the window, he noted the snowstorm in the mountain area.

    TWA Flight 371a Constellation bound for Los Angeles with stops at Albuquerque and Phoenixhad encountered snow on its approach to Albuquerque from the south. Directly over Albuquerque, its pilot saw the airport and started his landing approach in the clear, heading north and making a right turn for a south landing at 6:40 a.m. He noticed that the view of the dogleg airway to Santa Fe was blocked by a storm cloud and falling snow.

    The pilots deplaned and were about to enter the operations office when Captain Spong and First Officer Creason emerged to board their flight. The four pilots exchanged greetings and briefly discussed the weatherthe copilot of the Constellation walking a short distance with the Martin pilots to view the snowstorm. Looking toward Sandia Ridge fourteen miles northeast, they could see only the foothills. From the air, even those would not have been visible.

    By 6:45, Spong and Creason were in their cockpit, positioning the controls and checking the radios and navigational equipment in accordance with their checklist.

    By 6:59, the engines were started, the ground service helper directed Flight 260 to depart from the ramp, and Spong asked the airport control tower for taxi clearance.

    At 7:00, exactly on schedule, Flight 260 rolled away from the Albuquerque terminal and taxied the short distance to the run-up block for runway eleven where the crew began its before-takeoff checkthe first item requiring the pilot to erect the gyro used to stabilize the fluxgate compassan instrument that will play a center stage role in what follows.

    The voice of the tower came in clearly over the static-free radio channel: “Airways Traffic Control clears TWA Flight 260 for an approach to the Santa Fe airport. Cruise nine thousand feet by way of Victor airway number nineteen. Climb northbound on the back course of the Albuquerque ILS localizer.” Although an instrument landing system, or ILS, is designed to allow a pilot to land at an airport in cloudy conditions or at night using “localizer” radio beams, it can also be used during flight in the opposite direction on the “back course” (details to be discussed in a later chapter). In brief, the pilot is being instructed to fly from Albuquerque to Santa Fe using the route designed for flying on instruments from Santa Fe to Albuquerque.

    This instrument flight clearance conformed to Spong’s flight plan in every respect except for the departure routing that specified using the back course of the Albuquerque ILS localizer. To comply with the clearance, Flight 260 would take off from runway eleven toward the southeast and then make a right turnaway from the mountainto attain a northerly heading and follow a radio course line (the “back course of the Albuquerque ILS localizer”) north from Kirtland Air Field until it intersected another radio course line (“Victor airway nineteen”) extending northeast to Santa Fe. The radio course lines would be displayed to the pilots by means of “course-deviation indicators” on the instrument panel.

    In keeping with TWA practice, Captain Spong recorded the clearance into his flight log and read it back to the tower. The response came: “Roger, report passing Weiler intersection to Approach Control, please.”

    “Weiler intersection?” asked Spong. He was looking at the current departure procedure chart contained in the navigation kit, and it did not show a checkpoint by that name.

    “That’s correct,” replied the tower operator, “zero-two-six degree radial and the back course.”

    A “radial” is a course line that radiates from a radio transmitter as a spoke radiates from the hub of a bicycle wheel. Spong and Creason would understand that the Weiler intersection was the point where the north course of the Albuquerque runway localizer would cross the course line radiating twenty-six degrees from the Albuquerque omnidirectional radio station west of the airport.

    At 7:04, having completed their pretakeoff check, the pilots of Flight 260 called the tower and requested takeoff clearance. The tower operator replied, “TWA 260, wind south
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