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FROM THE PAST

wost incidents involving
nergency landings are,
aradoxically, fairly
raightforward affairs.
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NEW MEXICO SQUARED

By Russell Goutierez, Operations Analyst, System Operations Control

American Airlines has traditionally been a conservative

company where employees tend to navigate a navy blue sea

of conFormlfy d:sh”ed from numerous hefty manuals that

detail the who, what, where when, and how of running an

airline. Equally frqdlﬁonul, however, are the characters —

the “square pegs” — who live on the edge either through

choice or circumstance.

Forty-seven years ago, an adven-

turous captain and a feisty stewardess -

led a crew that won the Distinguished
vice Award for Valor.

Most incidents involving emer-
gency landings are, paradoxically,
fairly straightforward affairs. An
event occurs, usually a mechanical -
problem or medical crisis, the crew

takes the necessary action based on

their training and experience, the
airplane lands, and the situation is
resolved. Such was the case, for the
most part at least, when American
flight 183 shed its number four engine. -
and caught fire twenty-five miles
northeast of Columbus, New Mexicc,
on December 3, 1948.

Captain Murwin D. Ator com-
manded the DC-6, assisted by first






officer Robert E. Lewis and steward-
esses Jean Storer and Shirley Wheel-
house. Captain Ator stated that the
aircraft was cruising at 18,000 feet
when “...without any warning whatso-
ever, there was a terrific jar. My first
thoughts were that we had hit a duck
or something solid.” The first officer
wrote that “...the panel vibrated,
‘warning lights lit, and the fire bell
rang...] grabbed #4 and feathered,
and...it took two hands to get the
feather knob - the throttles were flying
up and down and the wings were
shaking.”

- Engine out procedures were

completed, and after a visual check for.

damage, Captain Ator stated that first

"

officer Lewis “...turned to me and

said, ‘Doc, better get this darned thing

on the ground. The #4 engine is gone
and the nacelle is on fire.” By this time
I had the ship slowed down, called for
the gear and 20 degree flaps and
started for the ground.”

The DC-6 was descending at -
about 2500” per minute, with “...Bob
keeping check on the fire and giving
all the information he could over the
radio.” Deming, New Mexico, was the

initial choice for landing, but at about

500 feet, the fire appeared to go out,

Captain Ator decided to reverse
urse and land at El Paso. At that
oint, however, “...Bob took another

check on it and looked it over real

good, and he fold me that he thought
he could see some of the leading edge
of the wing peeling back.. not knowing
how badly the wing was damaged, we
thought the best thing to do was put it
on the ground...we thought it best to
go to a lighted field - Columbus looked
mighty good.” So the Captain headed
for tiny Columbus, just inside the
southern border of New Mexico.
Meanwhile, in the cabin, the
stewardesses prepared for an evacua-
tion. The forty-two passengers listened
calmly to the instructions of the stew-

~ ardesses - with one exception. When

questioned later about passenger
cooperation, First Stewardéss Jean
Storer stated that “...there Wés one man
who would have liked to take a walk at
18,000 feet, but otherwise everyone
was fine.”

She went on to describe her
encounter with the man, who was up
and arguing with her colleague, Miss
Wheelhouse: “Well, I was coming back
up again and Shirley had her fist
doubled up and was standing in front
of him and she said, ‘Jean, he won’t sit
down,” so I pushed her aside and
started fo cuff him...he just kept saying,
‘Look, lady, it's my life. Where’s your
parachutes? Where do you keep
them?’ and he wanted to go. He said,
‘you can opéﬁ ﬂi_e door and jump out,’
and I told him we had 42 peoplc on the

airplane, and it was going to stay

...not knowing how
badly the wing was
damaged, we thought

- the best thing to do was

put it en the ground...
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lany passengers praised
ie crew for their valor
nd courage during the
pproach and landing at
olumbus,. . .
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closed until we got on the ground, and
he should sit down and fasten his seat
belt. And then, unladylike, I hit him
again.”

Captain Ator wrote that the
passenger finally yielded and sat down
“...after a few lefts and rights by Miss

Storer and a general razzing by the rest

of the passengers.”

Flight 183 made “a normal engine
out landing” at 2010 MST. As the DC-6
rolled to a stop, the stewardesses, as
planned, initiated an emergency
evacuation, and things went very well
- with one exception. Of the man
who’d wanted to jump, Miss Storer
said, “He didn’t want to get out. He
wanted to jump 18,000 feet, but he
didn’t want to jump 6 feet.”

Captain Ator praised the cabin
crew, writing that upon “...going back
to tell them not to rush as there was no
immediate danger, I found Miss Storer
and Miss Wheelhouse had the passen- .
gers so well instructed and so well
under control that they had already
evacuated sixteen passengers with no
excitement at all. They also did a
wonderful job taking care of the pas-
sengers while on the ground.”

Many passengers praised the crew
for their valor and courage during the
approach and landing at Columbus,
and American awarded each the
Distinguished Service Award (DSA)
for Valor. Captain Ator later wrote a

&

letter to the DSA board regarding the
outstanding performance of his crew.
The letter went on to say that, “for
excitement,” he had “...taken up
bullfighting... My first round was a
2,000 pound bull - Results: Bull OK;
Ator four broken ribs and two weeks
in the hospital. So it looks like the
bull won the first round.”

Danger, conflict, humor, and
courage all figured in the story of
flight 183 - along with an ironic twist:
the DC-6 that Captain Ator guided to
a safe landing in far south-western
New Mexico that night was
NC90733...Flagship New Mexico.

Note — Thanks to Greg Kennedy of

" the American Airlines C.R. Smith

Museum for information provided for
this article.
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