Chapter 6

PLEASE, DOES ANYBODY HEAR ME?

The life of a Greyhound Bus Driver is an interesting one. You meet lots of different people, some with good attitudes and some with attitudes that are indescribable here. Most of them are in the happy mode though, because they are going some place exciting, visiting relatives or seeing old friends. 

It was with this kind of group that I arrived in Reno, Nevada on a schedule from San Francisco to N.Y.C. on a beautiful spring day. Everyone was happy, some getting off because they live there, some getting off the bus to gamble while there and some would be returning to the bus to continue east to distant points. Everyone must get off the bus though, as this is a scheduled meal stop. The bus will be refueled, cleaned inside, and the restroom will be serviced. This is my division point, so I will be leaving the bus, also. I go into the driver’s room and turn my tickets over to the dispatcher. He then hands the tickets to another driver for the continuation of the bus to New York City.

There will be a driver change at Elko, Nevada, Salt Lake City and points along the way. Each segment to NYC will be driven with a fresh driver, but the same bus will go the full distance. 

I go upstairs to the dormitory. At each Division point we have our own dormitory above the depot with at least a dozen quiet air conditioned private rooms where the drivers can sleep undisturbed and get the required rest before making his or her return to their home terminal. My home terminal is Stockton, California.

In going upstairs to my room, I ran into another driver friend that also works out of Stockton. He was getting ready for his return to San Francisco and then home. He and I were both single at the time, each having gone through a divorce.

I asked what he had planned for his vacation that summer, since mine was coming up soon. Carl’s mother and most of his family lived in Sallisaw, Oklahoma. Since I hadn’t made definite plans for my vacation and having never been in Oklahoma, I suggested we take my plane and fly back there for a couple of weeks and visit his family.

I couldn’t have said anything that would have pleased Carl more when I mentioned flying back in my plane. We started planning the trip immediately.

May 13, 1977 we left the Lodi Airport in my Cessna 172, bound for Sallisaw, Oklahoma. At the time Carl was not too familiar with small airplanes and I think he had doubts, at first, of ever seeing his mother again. He had flown with me a few times before but the flights were of short duration and he had no concept of how we could ever find our way across all that open country, with no sign posts showing us the way. We got as far as Hobbs, New Mexico without incident. Then the air became so turbulent that even I started to yell uncle. Our straight through flight was now becoming questionable, and after a brief discussion, we landed and spent the night in Hobbs.

I might add that the air usually gets very turbulent in the afternoon when flying in the desert country, especially if there are storms anywhere nearby. It is always a wise decision to plan your flights in the morning and be on the ground around lunchtime to obtain a smoother ride.

About four the next morning I awakened and noticed the wind had died down, so I suggested we leave at that time in order to get a better ride on into Sallisaw. We took a taxi out to the airport and found the plane in the transient parking area. I have never seen such total darkness at any airport. I took my flashlight and did a preflight on the plane. Then I got in and started the engine and was ready to taxi out for departure. I had no idea which way to go. I thought the airport tower was closed during the night hours and I was deeply in need of help in getting to the runway. I gave the tower a call, fully expecting to get no answer, but to my surprise a voice come back with,

“You need some lights down there?”

The tower said since they had so little traffic during the night, they only turn the lights on as needed. Now there were lights everywhere, we followed the blue taxi lights to the active runway and we were soon on our way.

As we departed Hobbs, we could see lightening flashing continually in the east, toward the Midland, Texas area. The air was smooth though and we had a thirty-five mile per hour tail wind and that boosted our ground speed considerably. We had this tailwind for the remainder of the trip. What more could we ask for at this time. We arrived in Sallisaw two hours earlier than my flight plan called for. There was that much difference in the extra speed the tailwind had given us.

Except for the weather, we spent a very relaxing and comfortable two weeks in Sallisaw. The first night we were there we endured a tornado, rain, hailstorm and all sorts of things the Oklahoma “Weather Gods” could throw at us. This was the same storm we had watched as we were leaving Roswell that morning.

I was more concerned about leaving my plane tied down at the airport than I was for my own safety during the tornado that passed nearby the first night. Since it was our ride home, I was very concerned about what might have happened to the plane and I could hardly wait to get to the airport the next morning to check on it.

The morning after the storm I hurried to the airport and was relieved to find the plane in one piece with no apparent damage. It did not appear to have even bounced around much. It did have the protection, though, of a large hanger blocking the storm, for which I was very thankful.

It was decided all of Carl’s family would go down on the river for a picnic and the boys could fish. As I remember, we did not do too well as fishermen. In fact I do not recall either of us catching any fish at all. That didn’t matter though, as we had gone to the river with Carl’s family for a picnic anyway. We decided after we didn’t catch any fish, we would go swimming instead and let the fish live another day. We put away our gear and joined his family. Carl and I were the only ones that had tried fishing. We had lots of fun though, combining fishing with the picnic.

We soon found that lying in green grass and walking through brush, one soon becomes infested with chiggers and a few ticks. Being from California, it had been a long time since I had had the privilege of getting acquainted with these little “buggars.” We had them in Texas when I was growing up but I had since forgotten about them. I would have preferred not to become reacquainted.

Life is at a much slower pace there in Sallisaw and I don’t know when I have enjoyed a more relaxing vacation. It gave me a chance to see life being lived like it should be. No one seemed to ever get in a hurry for anything. After all, there is tomorrow and even the next day if need be. Our best entertainment in the evening was to sit out in the front yard and watch the old rooster make every hen around the yard before they all flew up in the trees to roost. What a rooster!

That is the kind of living I can remember while growing up in Texas. In California my life seemed to be going at top speed most of the time with no time to stop and smell the roses. While there I was able to sit and watch the grass grow without feeling guilty. What a life!

All good things have to end sometime and we found the day had arrived to begin our journey home only to soon. Everyone went to the airport to see us off, and after taking all (that wanted to go) for an airplane ride, we said goodbye and departed Sallisaw.

The first leg of our trip toward home was flown above a solid cloud layer. There was an occasional break in the clouds but most of the time there was a solid layer below us. Our first fuel stop was Abilene, Texas. By the time we arrived in Abilene, the clouds had broken and we were into clear weather. We got out of the plane and stretched our legs and took a walk around the plane while the tanks were being topped and then we were ready to continue our flight. We boarded the plane again and we were on our way, heading for El Paso, Texas.
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Leaving Sallisaw

Coming straight in from the east, the El Paso tower cleared me to land on runway 22. This runway is over 11,000 ft. long and I landed on the end of the runway as I usually do, then losing sight of the airport, I decided to lift off again and stay airborne for a while instead of taxiing all the way to the turn-off at the terminal. The east-west runway in El Paso has the longest runway I ever landed on. Biggs Air Force Base is adjacent to the El Paso International and they use this runway for some of their flights also.

After topping the fuel tanks again, we departed for Tucson, Arizona. Seems like we were constantly topping off the tanks but fuel is what keeps the windmill turning on the front of the plane, and without it turning, you don’t go anywhere!

On arriving in Tucson, (a scheduled overnight stop) we took a swim in the motel pool. It was a warm day and the swim was very refreshing. We then had dinner with plenty of time to gather our thoughts about the trip and enjoy the weather at hand. The weather in Tucson always seems to be perfect this time of year.

There was a nice motel right on the airport property in Tucson, so it was very convenient for flyers passing through to find close accommodations. The FBO (fixed base operator) took us to the motel even though it was only a few steps away.

At airports where there are no motels on the field, (which there are very few), you will find a list of motels on the wall by the phone located in the office. Usually all you had to do was pick up the phone and push a button on the motel of your choice (saves trying to remember the number), and these motels that were listed would have a courtesy van come to pick you up and return you to your plane the next morning. That makes air travel very convenient and worry free.

We checked out of the motel, had breakfast, fueled the plane and were sitting on the end of the runway 29R at 8 A.M., waiting for permission to take-off.

The day was one of those days you only dream about, with very little wind and as the temperature had not started its climb yet, it had the making of a beautiful day. Visibility was severe clear, you could see forever. The aroma of new mown grass with a tint of sage, drifted through the open window on my side of the cabin. This made me want to park the plane, get out and run into the middle of the field, lay down on my back and soak in all this sweet smell and beauty that mother nature was offering us. Nothing can be so inspiring as Arizona in the springtime.

However, life goes on and the tower’s voice brought me back to reality.

“78 Niner one Tango, cleared for take-off, with a left hand turnout.”

“Thank you tower, 78 Niner one Tango is rolling.” I replied.

We were on our way to Palms Spring.

This was a day you were just happy to be living, and to be flying in your own aircraft made it even more enjoyable. We had reached our cruising altitude and were flying along, deep in our own thoughts, enjoying a very smooth ride at 8,500 ft. with not a care in the world when all of a sudden a terrible load was placed upon my shoulders.

Only an hour had passed since leaving Tucson when I began to notice some clouds building up in the west along our route. I didn’t expect them to give us any trouble but I decided to give flight service a call anyway and get an up-date on the weather.

There are remote transmitters located through out the desert, so one can contact flight service almost anywhere you might be flying. These sites are monitored 24 hours a day.

It was while I was dialing in the number for flight service that I was shaken by a frantic voice crying out:

“PLEASE, does anybody hear me?”

My first thought was, “Fellow, you are using the wrong frequency.” Then it dawned on---me like a bolt of lightening. This guy is in trouble!

I responded with, “I hear you loud and clear, how can I help you?”

“This is 82 Charlie and I am lost,” came his terrifying reply.

My first impulse was to ask where he was but then he would not be lost if he knew where he was.

Instead I ask,“ Where did you depart this morning?”

“I left Tucson at eight this morning and I was going to Phoenix,” was his reply. “I should have been there already but I don’t see anything but desert.”

“What type of aircraft are you flying, and how much fuel do you have on board,” I asked.

“I am flying a C-172 and I had full tanks when I left Tucson,” he said.

I told him I was also flying a C-172 and I had left Tucson at eight. Since we had been flying about one hour, we still had about three or more hours flying time left before running low on fuel and I promised to have him located before he used all his fuel.

Knowing I could lose communication at any time, I was desperate to help this poor guy. His voice was beginning to show panic and you can’t begin to imagine what it is like to be lost in an airplane in this situation.

Panic in a plane is so severe and immediate. Pilots have actually flown their planes into the ground by freezing at the controls. It is like having a nightmare, a dream of falling off a cliff and being lucky enough to grab a bush to hang on---then have the bush break off, sending you plummeting into the depths.

In a car you simply pull off the road and solve any immediate problem. In an airplane your choices are few. You do not have time to park and think this thing over. You have to make an immediate decision. So panic is the least favored one of your options, and it comes quickly, automatically, without help from anyone.

I knew my time was limited before I lost communication with him. I began to perspire profusely and told him to stand by. I made contact with flight service and told them we had a problem.

I was handed off to Albuquerque Center, as they control the area to the left of my course and flight service wanted to clear their frequency. I explained the situation to Albuquerque Center and they wanted to locate my position first.  

Center gave me a number, 3575, to squawk in my transponder (a radar unit in my plane) so I could be positively identified and they would have my location.

Immediately Center said, “ Radar contact 78 Niner One Tango, Victor 94, seventeen northwest of the Gila Bend VOR. Have 842 Charlie squawk 3576 and switch to this frequency.”

On returning to the flight service frequency, I found him pleading again,

“Please, some body, help me.”

If that doesn’t jump-start your heart, then nothing will. I felt the over-whelming responsibility for making sure this fellow came out of this situation alive, and the burden rested on my shoulders alone. I felt so helpless. All the time I kept imagining each transmission would be the last one I would ever hear from him. I was his only lifeline. I could visualize him going the opposite direction, heading south into Mexico, only to crash in the mountains and never be found until years later. However his transmissions were remaining strong and that gave me hope for him.

All this time, Carl, listening through his headset, had not said a word. I can only imagine why. At the onset of our trip, he was probably thinking the same thing was going to happen to us. He could not understand, without following an Inter-state highway, how we would ever reach Sallisaw, Oklahoma. I told him we actually had our own Inter-state highways in the sky that we navigate on, but he could never see one.

Actually I was so occupied with my immediate problem that I had temporally forgotten all about Carl.

When 842C finally stopped his transmission, I gave him a call and told him to please trust me. I would not leave him stranded. I was going to be there for him until he was safely located. I told him I had been in contact with Albuquerque Center and they were, at this minute, gearing up to find him.

I told him Center wanted him to change to one of their frequencies at that time. They needed to clear the flight service frequency.

“Take your pencil and copy this number down, and then dial it into your transmitter, then I will go to that frequency and give you a call, O. K?”

The instructions I gave sounded simple enough for anyone to understand. I gave him plenty of time to change the frequency and then I dialed in the numbers and gave him a call. I waited and then repeated my call. No answer?

I went back down to the original frequency for flight service, only to find him frantically calling for help. Apparently he was so stricken with panic that he had lost all his ability to concentrate on his radio. He was so terrified of taking the chance of changing frequencies on his transmitter and losing his only contact with another human being. Or else his mind had already started going blank and he was losing his ability to comprehend anything being said to him.

I moved back to Centers frequency and told them I had relayed their message but to no avail. They would have to make contact on 842 Charlie’s frequency since this man had lost all his ability to follow my instructions and I feared the worst for him.

Center concurred with me and said,

“Have him start climbing and keep up a steady conversation and try to calm him down some, until we pick him up on radar.”

I relayed the message to 842 Charlie and told him they needed to know his altitude. 

After a moment he said, “1500 feet.”

At that altitude his transmissions could not be heard by anyone farther away than twenty or thirty miles because of the mountains surrounding him. Since I was at 8,500 ft. my transmissions could be heard well.

I don’t know why I neglected to ask sooner. I could have had him start climbing at the onset of this encounter. Maybe I temporarily went into shock myself when our conversation first started and I felt the responsibility of helping him.

It was just a matter of time now before Center, while monitoring this frequency, would start seeing 842 Charlie’s blip on their radar and be able to see his location and direct him back to the Gila Bend airport.

I continued talking to 842 C, telling him Center was monitoring our conversation and the moment they could hear him they would break-in. 

I told him I was going to California and I asked what his destination was. He said he was going to Phoenix. We talked for several minutes and I kept his mind off his problem by asking questions and keeping my conversations short so I could try to judge any improvement in his voice. I kept asking his altitude and he was continuing to climb and was now up to five thousand feet. 

All of a sudden Center cut in and told me to please stand-by as they were picking up a target. 

Center then directed a message to me, “For your information, 78 Niner One Tango, the target is two miles off your right wing tip going the same direction as your flight.”

Center began calling, “November 842 Charlie, Do you copy?”

Please God... make him answer!

Then it happened.

“This is 842 Charlie and I read you loud and clear,” came 842 Charlie’s voice.

“THANK YOU GOD,” I said to myself.

Albuquerque Center told him they would get him back to the Gila Bend airport and for him to land, have a soda, and get himself composed before flying anymore.

Once radar and radio communication between the two had been firmly established, Center said, “842 Charlie, turn left to a heading of 120.”

After a few minutes Center asked if he had turned to the new heading of 120.

“Yes,” was 842 Charlie’s reply.

“842 Charlie turn to a new heading of 080,” Center said.

Moments later Center called 842 Charlie and told him he was now flying the correct heading for Gila Bend airport, fifteen miles, dead ahead.

“Report seeing the airport.” Center said.

“By the way, for your information 842 Charlie, your compass is off 40 degrees,” reported Center.

Wheeee!

What a relief to get this burden off my shoulders, out of my mind, my nerves and whatever else there was that I could unload. I cannot remember a time in my life when I was so jubilant for having accomplished a mission as demanding as this one had turned out to be.

All of a sudden, in a cheerful voice, I had not been accustomed to hearing, 842 Charlie told Center he had the airport in sight. At that time, he asked Center to thank me for my help.

“I think the man is still on this frequency, why don’t you thank him yourself,” replied Center.

Then 842 Charlie gave me a call and expressed his gratitude for all my help, and I knew it came from his heart, as his voice reflected it. I accepted his thanks and wished him many days of trouble free, happier flying.

I suppose you might say this incident was all in a days work, but I look at it differently. I think I was purposely put in that particular place at that time to be instrumental in the rescue of this person.

I wish to take no praise or recognition for this rescue. I know he would have done the same for me, as would anyone else that happened to be there at the time. For once I was at the right place at the right time and I thank God for his help in letting me be there.

Carl was very nervous and said, “We are probably lost now,”

I had not been paying any attention to where I was flying. I really hadn’t paid attention for the last twenty minutes. I had just kept the plane headed in a westerly direction. I knew I was off course but I could remedy that situation in a very few minutes. Surprisingly, I was not that far off course and I knew the vicinity we were in and within minutes I had us back on course. My compass was set properly, and in a short time we were back on that big Inter-state (V94) in the sky.

After a half hour of quietness, with Carl and I both reliving the terrifying encounter of near tragedy, in our own thoughts, the headset crackled with Center’s voice,

“78 Niner One Tango, are you still on frequency?”

“Yes.” I replied.

“I am going to give you credit for one life saved, as I do believe, beyond any doubt, that without your help this man would never have made it. Have a good flight home.” Center said to me.

(((
After arriving back at the Lodi airport, and putting the plane to rest in the hanger, I had time to relive this incident in my mind many times and have tried to decide what happened on that frightful day. First of all, the voice was that of a young man, (eighteen to twenty), and I think he was just learning to fly. I believe this was his first solo cross-country trip.

In all aircraft we have a magnetic compass located in the top (or in) the middle of the instrument panel, or hung from the top of the windscreen. Then usually, directly in front of you, on the instrument panel, will be a gyrocompass, which we use to fly by as it is dampened, (slower to react in turning) and will not jump around like the magnetic compass will. The Gyro must be manually set to the proper magnetic heading at the start of each flight. When you align your plane with the runway for take off at each airport, you should make a practice of setting the gyrocompass with that runway heading. While in flight, you should reset the Gyro with the magnetic compass every twenty minutes or so to maintain accuracy, as the Gyro does have a tendency to drift some.

The numbers on all runways are not just numbers drawn out of a hat. They are the true magnetic compass headings, minus a zero. For example; runway 22 would be a 220 degree, magnetic heading. Runway 09 would be a 090 degree, magnetic heading. Always add a 0 to the runway number and you have the true magnetic compass heading of the runway.

When you shut down your aircraft after a flight, the gyrocompass may even spin for awhile before stopping, and consequently will not give you a correct reading without being manually reset.

I truly believe on that fateful morning in Tucson, when 842 Charlie had his plane aligned with runway 29L or 29R, (parallel runways, right and left) he must have ignored the gyrocompass. This being his first solo cross-country, he was nervous and excited about flying to Phoenix all alone. He then neglected to set the gyrocompass before take-off, and after becoming airborne his eyes drifted to the gyrocompass and he started navigating by it. Being forty degrees off to the left, naturally, would have put him on a course almost parallel with my flight path, and being that close to me, his transmissions remained loud and clear.

(((
I have several regrets that will never be resolved from that trip: 

     One, during all the time I was talking to him, I neglected to ask him for his name. 

     Two, my major regret is my not taking the time to turn around and go back to Gila Bend and land, meet the young man and shake his hand. It would have only delayed me, possibly two hours at the most. Now I will never know exactly what happened but I am pretty sure my guess was right.

I guess you might say I was in a semi-state of panic during the time it took to rescue his person. That would explain why I didn’t ask the crucial questions that I should have before I contacted Flight Service. I am only too happy to report, mission accomplished.

(((
Just an after thought---Carl must have been impressed with our trip by private plane because the week after we returned he signed up and started his flying lessons. He went on to get his private pilot’s license, and now he understands all about navigating the Super Hi-ways in the sky.
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