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tress signal less urgent than mayday). Zim-
mermann requested diversion to Boston. fully
555 km away. And even after accepting the air
controller’s suggestion of the much closer Hal-
ifax airport, the pilot clearly felt he had enough
time to execute a 180-degree turn and head out
to sea, away from the airport. in order to dump
fuel and lighten his load for landing.

But a scant 10 minutes later, the situation had
become desperate. At 10:24. in the final radio
communication between the plane and the con-
trol tower. Zimmermann declared an emer-
gency and said. “We have to land immediate”—
not “immediately.” as the inidal and incomplete -
transcript released by investigators on Sept. 5
indicated.

Investigators had hoped that the plane’s
flight data recorder. retrieved from the ocean’s
depths on Sept. 6. would shed light on the last
chilling moments of Flight 111. But the instru-
ment—which provides information on more
than 100 aspects of the flight. including the
state of the electrical system—stopped record-
ing as the plane descended below 3.000 m alti- -
tude. roughly the point of the last radio comi-
munication. Vic Gerden. the Transportation
Safety Board's lead investigator. told reporters
that this raised "a strong possibility” the aircratt
’had suffered an electrical shutdown that would-
have left the pilots flying—if they could fy at
all—literally in the dark. using only manual con-
trols. If that scenario proves true. even the
cockpit recorder’s information may reveal lit-
tle. if anything, about the plane’s final seaward
trajectory.

Other details disclosed by investigators ap-
peared consistent with the theory of a rapidly
deteriorating series of electrical problems that
ultimately confronted Flight 111's. pilots with
crippling smoke and heat conditions. Examina-
tion of the few fragments of the airplane recov-
ered by week's end revealed visible signs of
heat stress in the cockpit, including parts of
overhead panels that were so hot that material
melted -and dripped onto one pilot's lambskin
seat covering.

Evidence of electrical failure on Flight 111 im-
mediately led to a flurry of speculation about its
source. Much of this centred on the possible
role played by the wiring aboard the MD-11.
which was laden with an insulation known as
Kapton—a widely used aviation product the
U.S. military banned 11 years ago because it
,’ was prone to cracking that caused fires. (An-
" other MD-11, flown by China Eastern Airlines.
crashed at week's end in Shanghai after the
front landing gear reportedly jammed. result-
N N ing in several injuries.) And while some aviadon

v—w el analysts concentrated on possible mechanical

- m— . failures, others were already blaming the
" = gw tragedy on human error.
PV R G (SRR {1 B3 il Former Ameican Airines il Don Tynan
told reporters Zimmermann wasted precious
- - - moments after acknowledging the presence of
Hl ght 111 coped W|th thE|r loss smoke by veering out to sea to dump fuel—a
standard procedure when contemplating an
- - - . early landing. “He shouldn’t have scre_w{ed
as the Investl atlon contlnued around.” declared Tynan, who in 1979 safely
landed a passenger jet without clearance at an
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