AVIATION/COVER STORIES

The sweet scent of flowers reaching their boats inspired
ancient Romans and Greeks to call them “the Fortunate Is-
lands.” The refreshingly mild and breezy climate was praised
by more modern travelers as “perpetual spring.” But early na-
tives of the Canary Islands,* 70 miles off the northwest coast
of Africa, knew better. They chose the name Pico de Teide
(Peak of Hell) for the 12,200-ft. volcanic mountain that looms
broodingly over Tenerife, largest of the seven major islands:
the natives thought the devil lurked inside it. Last week Ten-
erife was about as hellish as any place on earth can get.

The evidence of a single moment of holocaust lay mutely
within a low-slung white hangar at Los Rodeos Airport on a
2.073-ft.-high plateau nine miles from Santa Cruz de Ten-
erife, the island’s major city. Row after row of dark wooden
coffins filled the entire floor of the 150-ft. by 150-ft. building.
Inside the gleaming, metal-lined boxes lay the charred and
mostly still unidentified remains of 576 victims of the worst ac-
cident in aviation history. The limbs were fixed in what pa-
thologists term the “pugilistic position”—arms extended up-
ward and bent inward. At Tenerife, this death posture,
common in burn cases, looked like a gesture of supplication.

he inferno had occurred on Los Rodeos’ single, fog-

shrouded airstrip. Two 231-ft.-long Boeing 747 jumbo

jets, each weighing some 700,000 Ibs., had collided—in-

credibly—on the ground. Taking off down a runway vis-
ible for less than a sixth of its length, KLLM 4805 (the Rhine
River) smashed into Pan American 1736 (the Clipper Victor),
taxiing toward the same takeoff point. Roaring at full power,
the KLM’s hot engines (2000° F.) and massive landing gear
crunched through the Pan Am’s fuselage with such impact and
explosive fire that aluminum and steel parts of both planes
were vaporized. The KLM’s giant engine airlets sucked frag-
ments of the Pan Am jet into its innards before crumpling into
a molten mass 1,500 fi. past the point of impact.

All 234 passengers and the 14 crew members of the KLM
plane perished. There were 67 survivors from the Pan Am
plane—most of them from California, where the flight had
originated. One woman died aboard the military aircraft sent

*The Romans called the islands Insulas Canarias, or “Islands of the Dogs,”
because of the many canines found there.
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to fly the injured back to the US. At week’s end nine
remained in critical condition, suffering severe burns. The ac-
cident almost certainly will involve the highest insurance
claims for any non-natural disaster. Estimates from London
insurers placed the potential payout at $240 million. Survi-
vors in California already have filed a class action suit against
KLM, Pan Am and Boeing for nearly $2 billion.

The terrible moments at Tenerife served as a reminder
that modern man, such an assumed master of technology,
will never be able to control perfectly the wondrous machines
he creates. Seventy investigators—representing Spain, which
holds sovereignty over the Canary Islands, the U.S,, The Neth-
erlands, Pan Am and KLM—probed the disaster. Human
error seemed the most probable cause. As U.S. Federal Avi-
ation Administrator John McLucas put it: * Apparently not ev-
erybody had his head up.” The only other possibility was an
unlikely malfunction in radio equipment that could have pre-
vented the KLM pilot from hearing the last vital commu-
nications from the airport tower or from the Pan Am cock-
pit. If both pilots and the tower controllers had fully heard
—and understood—one another, the KLM pilot would never
have sent his craft hurtling toward takeoff before the Pan
Am plane was off the runway.

The basic causes of the disaster will probably be known
when investigators finish analyzing the contents of four re-
markable “black boxes” recovered from the wreckage of the
two planes and sent to Washington, where there are sophis-
ticated laboratory facilities. Actually luminous orange, the de-
vices record all conversations in the cockpits of the two planes
and critical precrash mechanical factors. Though a full re-
port may be months in the making, the search for a cause
has already narrowed to a few key mysteries:

» Why had KLM Pilot Jacob Veldhuizen Van Zanten,
51, a 25-year career flyer so experienced that he spent half
his time training other KLM pilots (when a KLM official
first heard of the crash he wanted to send a pilot to the in-
vestigation: Veldhuizen), rolled toward takeoff’ without get-
ting tower clearance to do so? Even defensive Dutch author-
ities agreed that “no takeoff clearance had been given.”

» Had Pan Am Pilot Victor Grubbs, 56, who had 32 years
experience, actually been directed by the tower to take an
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