EVASTATING

Twenty years ago this month, two
_women died when a Davis-Monthan jet
crashed into the street near U of A
campus. Was it a fluke—or a warning?

t 12:15 p.m. on October 26,
1978, the University of
Arizona mall was teeming
with lunchiime students
when an Air Force A-7 jet
fighter passed overhead on
approach to Davis-Monthan Air
Foree Base. Low-flying aircraft were
a common sight near campus, but
anyone who cared to glance up
could tell this jet was in trouble—
barely skimming the buildings,
wheels up, and straining to stay in
the air Moments later, stunned
observers heard its engine fall
silent, followed hy a sharp pop as
the pilot ejected over the campus,
“No one even looked up until the
engine quit,” recalls political science
instructor and then-city councilman
Tom Volgy, who was standing on the
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mall talling with several of his stu-
dents at the time.
~ The aireraft veered to the right as
it fefll. It exploded on Highland
Avenue just south of Sixth Avenue
and the U of A, hitting
the street outside Mans-
feld Junior High School
‘at close to 200 mph. As
parts skittered down the
block, the main wreck-
age bounded over a
Chevrolet Vega that had
just turned onto High-
land, drenching the car
with burning jet fuel
Two sisters, Leticia Felix
Humphrey .and Clarissa
Felix, were virtually im-
molated as they sat
inside. Leticia died at the
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Tur Left: A naval A-7, stmilar to the one that cmshefl. on Highiand. Purés of Ashler's plane Hiter the étree{ ne.n.r Arliona studlum, as one of the Injured 1s {aken away,

THE FACT IS, ASHLER'S A-7 SHOULD NOT HAVE BEEN OVER TUCSON IN THE FIRST PLACE.



scene; Clarissa survived for a day after
suffering third-degree burns on more
than 95 percent of her body.

“I heard something and turned
around,” says Richard Flagg, who was
walking south on Highland at the time.
“I remember seeing a puff of smoke
(from the pilot’s ejection seat), and I just
turned and ran.” He was running past
the Felix sisters’ car when the A-7 ham-
mered into the pavement. “And that's all
I remember,” he says. Flagg suffered
third-degree burns on 30 percent of his
body—primarily on his baclk—as well as
neck injuries from flying debris. Three
other civilians required long-term hospi-
talization for burns from the exploding

et fuel.

The following day, Air Force spin con-
{rol went into overdrive. Base comman-

- der Brig. Gen. Robert E. Kelley deciared -

pilot Capt. Frederick L. Ashler, an expe-
rienced instructor-pilot with more than
800 hours in A-7s, "a hero" for missing
the schools. “He did everything humanly
possible” to avoid the two schools,
Kelley said at the time. Everything, that

is, except what seems most reasonable .

in retrospeci—abort his approach over
the city. The fact is, given the plane’s
histery and the events thai immediately
preceded the crash, Ashler’s A-7 shounld
not have been over Tucson in the first
place. ) D
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The A-7 wrecknge covered nearly a full Block of Highland Avenne between Sixth and Seventh streets.

e e

- ning on the flight back to Arizona, it toock

less than two hours for the dislodged

debris in the fuel system to reaccumu- -

late; post-crash inspection found the fil-
ter was 98 percent blocked. Af that point,

- the A-7's single engine simply quit.

While it's the most recent example,
the U of A area crash was neither the
first nor the most tragic crash of & D-M

.aireraft in the city of Tucson. Since the

ﬂverfliths ﬁiday dun’t enerate' the
aints they once did for one

simple reason: The planes are quieter

The 28-year-old pilot had. arrived at. .

Tinker Air Force Base in Oklahoma the
day before, prepared to fly the A-7D, SN
69-6240, back to Davis-Monthan that
afternoon. During the previous weeks
the plane hed undergone a complete
overhanl and inspection. Nonetheless,
during Ashler's preflight check the
8-year-old craft had exhibited engine
problems-—vibration, popping, and
chugging noises under throttle, with
critically high exhanst temperatures—
and he declared it unsafe to fly. The
maintenance crew bled air from the fuel
system, which seemed to solve the prob-
lem. After the delmy, Ashler postponed
his return until the following day.

But the “repair” did nothing more
than temporarily clear a clogged high-
pressure fuel filter. With the engine run-
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* Alvernon Way, killing
“three women in the
: store and a fourth, a

base’s .commission as.a formal military
airfield in 1941, more than 50 military
airerait have crashed in and around the
city of Tucson, at least nine of them with-
in city limits, The worst, & week before
Christmas in 1967,
occurrad when an
F-AD Phantom bar-
reled into a Food
Giant ' supermarket
at 20th Street and

teen-age girl, in her .
bedroom in & house .
behind the store.

The 20-year span
since the U of A area
crash ig the longest
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An F-4 Phantom plowed into a supermarket on December 18, 1967, killing four
rivillans, Behind the store, ooly the foundallon remains of a house on Winstel,

safe period in the hase's history. Part of
the reason for the improved safety
record of Davis-Monthan is simple
mechanics; Most jet aircraft today are

multi-engine, so the chance of one of

them being brought down by a single
failure—such as a clogged fuel filter—is
slim. Second, mechanical failures in

_ general account for less than 10 percent

of all Air Force crashes, estimates Lt.

Col. Jon Boyd, Deputy Operations Group

" Commander for the 355th Wing at Davis-

Monthan,

The other 90 percent are caused by
pilot error, and there, too, the military
Las made great strides in improving the
quality of its record. “Today's pilots are
much better trained than they were 20
years ago,” says Li Col. Jack King,
Director of Staff for the 355th Wing.
Moreover, fewer opportunities for flying
mean the Air Force has gotten much
more selective in its pilot training.
“Twenty years ago you'd have 50 pilots
in a class; today there might be 12 or
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13,” says King. The smaller classes also
reduce the number of overflights.

Prior to the 1878 crash, Davis-
Monthan had been the target of a long
litany of complainis—primarily about
noise—much of it coming from the U of

A faculty. A 1965 study by faculty mem- -
bers estimated that noise from D-M jets’
cost each mstructor neerly 14 percent of

all class time. Their
recommendations
ranged from closing
the base entirely to
extending the exist-
ing runway farther
to the southeast,
which would place
the aircraft at a
higher altitude over
the city. The report .
also claimed “that
the base eifectively
limited the growth
of Tucson, conclud-
ing that “the city is
now hemmed in by
the Catalinas on the
North, the Tucsons
on the West, the
Rincons on the East
and the Air Base on.

The fourth school, Julia Keen
Elementary, lies barely a mile from the
end of D-M's runway 30, right in the
heart of the APZ. “They go right over
us. You can just see the shadows pass
over the patio,” says principal Rose

Garcia, who supervises the school’s.
© 450 students and 50 staff members.
" “The noise virtually stops instruction

Lt, Col. Jon Boyd esttmntee that legs than 10 pereent of all Air foree arnshes :
involve mechnnicrﬂ pmblema ) L

the South.”

Through the yea.rs some of the most
persistent—and : “articulate—protests
came from Jennifer Thompson, whose
home on East Exeter Street was subject
to a constant auditory barrage from the
passing jets. Beginning in 1972, she had
written federal, state, and local officials,
including Presidents Ford and Carter,
complaining about the existing noise
and warning of the potential danger of
the approach fo Davis-Monthan. The
1978 crash affirmed the validity of

" Thompson's six-year crusade in the"

most tragic way possible.

In 1975, one of her missives to
President Ford prompted a response
from the Pentagon, in which an Air Foree
representative took issue with her
claims that her home, Mansfeld school,
and the University of Arizona sat within
D-M’s Accident Potential Zone (APZ),
the area most likely to sustain a crash.
“Actually, the Accident Potential Zone at
the northwest end of the runway

extends only to a line running approxi--

mately from the interseetion of Tueson
Boulevard and 21st Sireet to & point on
East 17th Street, just west of Country
Club Road... Accordingly, the University
of Arizona and three of the four schools
you mentioned are beyond this ares,”
wrote Colonel L.E. Seminare Jr.

_until the plrmes pass by," she says. The

overflights are a problem every stu-
dent, teacher, and principel has battled

ever since the school opened in 1953— -

ironically, the same year the D-M run-

way was lengthened to accommodate :

jet aircraift.

The city's seen significant changes
since 1078, including a shift of most
aircraft operations to the southeast
end of the main D-M runway. The
changes initially eut flights over the

university area by 70 percent to 80 per:

cent, according to city officials. Volgy
credits much of the initial cutback
to Congressman Morris K. Udall,
Tucson’s representative at the time,
claiming that “most, if not all” of the
restrictions established in the early
'80s are still in effect. These include
making most takeoffs to the southeast
and using a “pitch-out” landing pat-

tern, which involves approaching from
the southeast and then relling to the

side, circling down 180, degrees to land
from the northwest. -

" By the mid-'80s however,-com—

plaints argse about increasing fights
over the city, One problem is that the
restrictions about overflights from
Davis-Monthan are voluntary, and the
Air Force can ignore these self-

GIVEN THE cosr—-bnth in men
terms and n human. llfe—of air
crashes, the military keeps close tah
such Incidents, The Alr, Force catego
all "airoraft accidents—euphemistic

referred to as "mishaps"—Into four clt

sifications, from Class A
‘Class ‘D. The most seriou
‘Class A mishaps, involve any
three criteria: 1) the complet
destruction of an alrcraft 2)
total damage exceeding $1 mil-
lion in value 3) permanent dis-
ability or loss of life. The crash
near the university qualified as
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counts,

The Air Force also uses the
number of Class A incidents to
calculate what it calls a mishap
rate, based on the number of
hours flown. By calculating the
number of Class A mishaps per
100,000 hours of flylng, the Alr
* Force can compare the relative
safety of its aircraft. Typically,

* the mishap rate for specific air-

oraft peaks early in the model's service,
then tapers off as mechanical bugs are
resclved and pitots become more familiar
with the craft's behavior.

Overall, the mishap rate for the Air
Force has dropped over the last 20 years,
as have the accident numbers for most of
its aireraft. For instance, the A-7 earned
a lifetime mishap rate of 5.71, which
means nearly six major crashes for every
100,000 flying hours. The current A-10,

by comparison, has a mishap rate of 1.86 -

for the last 10 years. For the same peri-
od the C-130 checks in with 0,35 Class
A mishaps per 100,000 hours. The situa-
tion with the single-engine F-16 is not
quite so reassuring. Flown by most of the
Alr Natlonal Guard units in Operation
Snowhird, the F-165 are only slightly
safer than the old A-7, with a lifetime
mishap rate of 4.41.

. This year, the Alr Force claims its

i .overall mlshap rate has dropped to 1.03, -
i the lowest in the branch's history. With- -
the recent adoption of the Army's highly -

successful Operational Risk Manage-
ment—a system of double- and triple-
checks used to evaluate ali situations—
the Air Force hopes to bring its record
even lower.—S/M

ey

.- a Class A mishap_ on all three. |
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One Grand Opening
IDeserves A Few Morxe.

Santa Catalina Villas, Tucson’s mast picturesque rental retirement community, has a few
exciting openings: a limited number of Independent Living aparement homes, in various
sizes and floor plans, thar are Available Right Now.

With the recent grand opening of our La Rosa Healthcare Center, some of our apart-
ment residents have wansferred 1o take advantage of the Healthcare Center’s new Assisted
Living residences, That means, for the Rest time in a while, a few one- and two- bedroom
apartments are ready and waiting for independent residents,

If you've been 'cnnsit{tring a retiremerit' community, call us today
for an appointment. Come make your choice now. And get in on
Santa Caralina Villas while the getting is good.

7500 North Calle Sin Envidia * Tucson, AZ 85718
(520) 742-0505
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imposed restrictions, particularly dur-
ing special operations. For instance,
according to The Arizona Daily Star,
1985's “Cactus Arizona,” a “realistic
combat training” exercise, involved
200 aircraft and more than 1,000 per-
sonnel, and put more than 900 flights =~

' over the city in three days. - -

' Mark Mayer, & member of the city’s
planning commission, helped conduct
research on D-M overflights as part of
an Airport Environs Zone Task Force
formed by the mayor's office after citi-
zen eomplainis in the early '00s. Mayer
notes that complaints especially rise

While it's still
possihile for an
individual pilot
to make a
mistake during
an emergency,
support on the
ground is much
improved.

during Operation Snowbird, which
brings oui-of-state National Guard
units to D-M during the winter months,
Operation Snowbird pilots are likely to
be unfamiliar with both D-M and the
Tucson ares, and, he says, they're the
ones who most often disregard the
restrictions about flying over the city.
“These guys come down from up north
during the winter, and it's like ‘vaca-
tion’ training,”

Another reason for this recent
incresse in overflights, Mayer con-
tends, has been the threatened base
closures during the past three years.
He speculates ihat overflights are n
form of “advertising” for the base—
both to remind the city of its tieg with

DM and to encourage reeruitment.

Mayer pointe to the recent air show in
April, which creaied a significant
increase in traffic over the city. The
days before the exhibition featured
numerous high-speed, low-altitude,
close-formation passes by the Ailr



Force Blue Angels, something he
described as “lunacy.”

D-M's Chief of Airspace Minage-
ment, Rusty Arbeit, siates that
althoupgh the aetual number of sor-

ties—a single flight by a single air- .
eraft—has risen again since the early -
'80s, the annual total remzuns at just - |

over 50 percent of those flown 20 years
ago. In 1978 the Air Force flew 27,000
gsorties out of Davis-Monthan, while it
flew fewer than 15,000 last year
Further, much of the training has been
moved to Libby Airfield at Fort
Huachuea near Sierra Vista. The
reduction in flights has produced a
corresponding drop in complaints.
= In addition, overflights today don't
generate the complaints they once did
-for a simple reason: The planes -are
quieter. At one time, the noise and
safety issues were tied together, as the
din was a constant reminder of the air-
craft overhead. But as military aireraft
have gotten quieter over the years the
complaints have fallen. The sound lev-
els generated by current A-10s, C-130s,
and oceasional F-16 can't approach
those of the P-100s, F-4s, and B-528
from decades past.

At the same time, military aircraft
have also become safer over the last 20
years, with most having a signifieantly
better “mishap rate”-—major accidents
per 100,000 flying hours—than the A-7.
In the warplane's 25-year active life-
time, from 1968 to 1903, 101 A-7s were
lost to crashes. Almost half of those,
however, crashed during the five years
from 1975 through 1979, During that
time, the Air Force lost 43 A-7g, includ-
ing a number to the same flaw that
brought down Ashler's A-7: a clogged

 fuel filter.

" Currently, the 355th Wing perma:

nently based at D-M primarily flies two
aircraft: the A-10 Thunderbolt 1I, the
straight-wing fighter-bomber that's
often seen in close-formation pairs
over Tueson, and the C-130 transport.
Both the twin-engine A-10 and four-
engine G-130 have a lifetime mishap
rate significantly better than the A-7's.
For example, the A-10 has recorded
less than half the number of accidents
per 100,000 hours, The C-130s are even
better, with an average of one mishap
for about 8 million flying hours. The
chances of one of these flying boxcars

landing on your doorstep is remote’

indeed.

Late last year, the Air Force reject-
ed a proposal to extend the main run-
way at D-M farther to the southeast to

For ]ewiéh Interfaith Families

with Chiloren Age 4-Grade 8

Designed to make interfaith children and their parents
knowledgable and comfortable in a Jewish environment.

Explore Jewish history, tradition, holidays and life cyclé events
through hands-on activities.and field trips.

Fdr more information, call 299-3000.

The nterfaith Connection

3800 E. River Road (in the Jewish Community Center)

(Yes, we have the original in color.)
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The iwin-engine A-10, often seen flying In close-
formation pairs over Tueson. )

further reduce flights over the city—the
same proposal made in 1965—saying
that the noise abatement and safety
improvements would be minimal. Accor-
ding to Capt. Jay Steuck, Chief of Public
7 Afinirs for D-M’s 355th Wing, the hlos-
soming cost estimates—which, accord-
ing to the Air Force, surpassed £80 mil-
lion—meant the extension would have
devoured 10 percent of the Air Force's
allotment for all base expansions and
improvements. Moreover, recent devel-
opment near the southeast end of the
runway, such as the U of A Seience and
Technology Park and the residential
ares of Rita Ranch, now means that any
decrease in base aetivity over downtown
will simply increase it over the newly
populated areas to the southeast,

That was not the case in 1978, how-
ever. Years of complaints from Tucson

. ERALY WSYd [0oyd

" The Alr Foree C-130 claims the

best snfety record

. of any military alroraft. -

citizens about noise hed compelled the
Air Force to shift its approach to Davis-
Monthan to the southeast when the
winds permitted it, and a 2 mph wind
speed meant Capt. Ashler’s normal
approach that day should have been
to skirt the Rincon Mountains and
approach the air bage from the south-
east. Instead, he was told by D-M flight
operations to take the more direct route,
straight over Tueson.

Eleven miles out from the D-M run-
way--somewhere near Interstate 10 and
Sunset Road—Ashler reported popping
noises from the engine and a critical rise
in exhaust temperature with increased
throttle—the exact symptoms he'd expe-
rienced the day before. At that time,
Ashler declared an IFE, or in-flight
emergency, which meant that all other

_air traific was to get ouit of his way -

D-M'S CHECKERED PAST

Since its commission as an Army air base in 1941, Davis-Monthan Air Force Base has eamed a spotty
reputation with the City of Tucson. A history pulled from contemporary newspaper accounts documents
some of the base's highlights, including a number of metropolitan-area crashes.
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"The mishap rofe for the single-engine F-16 Is only
slightly hetter than the old A-7.

Realizing he wasn't going to make the
runway, Ashler aimed for the only open
space he could see, a foothall practice
field at Bixth Street and Highland
Avenue. Four miles from D-M, as his
A-7D passed over U of A campus, the
engine died. At that point Ashler lost any
contrcd, and bailed out al an altitude of
approximately 175 feet. Despite Gen.
Kelley's claims to the eonirary, once the
engine quit it was sheer Iuck the 18,000
pound fighter didn't hit the university or

‘Mansfeld school.

Kelley nlso claimed ‘that Ashler fivst
encountered problems on final approach,
which left him with & crippled aircraft and
barely 2% minutes to resect. But an
employee at Gates Learjet—casually
eavesdropping on the Davie-Monthan
radio band—overheard Ashler's first
report of problems near Redington Pass,
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1944: 1 5.24 stices tne

]94]: The Army Alr Force formally commissions Davis-Monthan 1953: The Air Force expands
as a training center far heavy-bomber crews, The Alr Force roof off & house at 2738 5. D-M, extending the runway to
names the base after a pair of WW fliers, Samuel H, Davis and Alvernon Way, killlng two accommadate [ets. The newly built
Dscar Monthan, both of whom were kllled In separate flying erew members. The house is Julla Keen Elementary Schoaol sits
z accldents in the 1820s. : | unoccupled at the time, directly In the D-M flight path,
] AN
|1910 SN\

19]9: Pioneer fllers build a civllian
girfietd [n the desert southeast of the
city. The exact location Is questionable, -
but the original fiefd might fall within

the current boundaries of Davis-
Monthan Alr Force Base, The Alr

Force’s aceasional clalm that this
alrstrlp formed the basls for D-M is still
open to debate,

36 TUCION M
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]94]: A "four-engine bomber"—Iikely a B-24 or B-17—
crashes into a house at 3504 E. Elida St, near Country Club

Road and Pima Street. No one is serlously injured,

I
1956: An F-86 crashes

after lts pilot narrowly
avolds hitting -an elemen-
tary school near 36th

1941"45: Numerous crashes in the desert around Tucson
cause no civilian casualties. Estimates range as high as 26
alreraft lost during WWI tralnlng, with an unreported number

of personnel killed.

1 869 A

Street and South Country
Club Road. The pilat 15
kllled.




well before he made the turn for final

approach. At that point the call to bring -

the A-7 in over the eity was made by the D-
M control tower, which placed a higher
value on its aireraft than on the safety of
Tucson. Although this aceount was men-
tipned twice in meeiings with the Air
Torce and never denied, it was conspicu-
pusly omitted from the official mishap
report released in December 1978, '
Two decades later, Col. Boyd insists
that piiot training for in-flight emergen-
cies has improved considerably, and that
pilots are well-{rained in emergency pro-
cedures hefore they-
iake off. And unlike in
Ashler's day, crippled
“aircraft are now speell-
jcaily directed away
from any populated
areas, most likely to
Libby Army Air Base at
Fort Huachuce or to
Gila Bend, which now
includes a full control
tower, emergency per-
sonnel and fire-fighting
equipment, “We're not
just “conecerned with
the p]lot " says Boyd.
“We're concerned with
everybody s safety.”
“And while it's still
possible for an individ-
ual pilot to make a
mistake during an
emergency, support on
the ground is much
improved. "“He's not
going to make that call
in avacuwm,” says Boyd.

The point is that pilot training
becomes the key under emergency cir-
cumstances for a single reason: Ii's the
pilot’s call as to what to do with a strick-
en gireraft. He or she is the one who's
best able to avaluate the plane’s condi-
tion. So ultimately, Ashler's choice to fly

over the populated areas of the city wasr
- exaetly that—his choice.

The problem is, pilots have & tenden-

ey to underestimate the seriousness of
their sitnation and stick it out as long as
the aireraft will still fly “We've seen
cases where a pilot who's low on fuel will

AW/ AHLEYDOW NORIB
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overfly several airports, then Tun out of )
gas before he reaches home. There's x
a tendency—sometimes misplaced—to -
want to bring the airplane home,"” says
Mare Cook, Senior Editor of AOPA Pilol
Mugazine, & publicafion for the civilian
Aireraft Owners’ and Pilots’ Association.
So while Ashler's mechanical emergency
-was atypical, his response was far from
unique.

When specifically agked “Can this
happen again?” Cols. Boyd and King
hedge their responses, both making ref-
erence to “crystal-ball gazing.” Given the

Eleven miles out from the D-M runway, Ashler
reported popping noises from the engine.

Left: Principal Rose Garclr siands In front of Julls
Keen School as twn A-10s pass averhead,

improving recerd of the Air Force over-
all, it's possible the past 20 years reflects
the safety of today's aircraft. But Tom
Volgy also recalls that Ashler's crash
came almost three months to the day
after D-M's base commander had assured
him that it couldn’t happen. And those
who witnessed the original crash will like-
ly never erase it from memory. (i)

Tueson Monthly thanis lhe former
Jennifer Thompson for the use of her

archives in researching this story.

]959: A plece of debris falling from a passing Jet kills a woman bieyclist near 29th Street and Alvernon Way, -

]959: A 32-year-old woman Is killed when a wing tank from a B-47 falls anto
UEI' house and explodes in the 2700 block of Alvernon Way.

1975: A T-38 tralner with two
Instructors aboard crashes
[ 1000 feet past the runway.

]
1980 |

—

]918: An Alr Force A-7

loses power over the
Unlversity of Arlzona and
erashes on Highland Avenue
in front of Mansfeld Junior
High. Two civilians are killed
on the ground; five others are
injured. The pllot parachutes
to safety,

1978: 4n air Nationat Guard F-100 fiying in
a four-plane formation goes out of control and
crashes near Sunnyside Junlor High School,
killing the pilot.

1967: An Air Force F-4D Phantom stams into a
Food Glant supermarket at 29th Street and South
Alvernon Way. The crash kills threa women In the
market and a {een-age girl in a home at 1215
Winstel Bivd, behind the store, A second house on
Winstel |s also destroyed and a third severely dam-
aged. Both the pllot and navigator parachute to safe-
ty. The Degember 18 crash remains the worst In
Tueson history,

1970: A military Beechcraft crashes north
of Tueson National Golf Course, killing the
pilot and co-pilot.






