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Y granddaughter, a student pilot and aviation enthusiast, walked beside me
as we toured the National Air and Space Museum of the Smithsonian
Institution in Washington, D.C.

Hanging from the ceiling in front of us was No. 344, a DC-3 with Eastern
Airlines colors and emblems.

“Grandpa, wasn't that your airline?” she asked excitedly.

| nodded and kept staring at the right cockpit window.

“Did you fly that old airplane?” she inquired with a frown.

“Yes, | flew that airplane on Christmas Eve in 1951.”

“Tell me about it, please.” She asked.

“Well, we were headed for Chicago. The weather was awful. Rain was turning
to thunderstorms and fog. Chicago was forecasting snow by the time we were
scheduled to land. A line of thunderstorms was preceding a weather front by 40
miles. Capt. Frank W. Hill made the landing at Louisville by spotting the runway
at the last moment of our approach in heavy fog.

“The next leg was my time to fly. That airplane, old 344 hanging up there, as |
said, was the one we were flying. As soon as we took off, | knew we were in for
a very rough trip. The turbulence was heavy. As a new copilot, | was doing my
best to hold the airplane level and on course. About half way to Indianapolis, we
flew into the worst of the weather. We had no radar to show us where the
thunderstorms were or automatic pilot to hold the wings level. The lightning was
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blinding me. The hail hitting the nose of the airplane was deafening to my ears,
and it was almost impossible to hold the airplane on course.”

“Were you using the omni stations for navigation?” She inquired.

“No. We did our navigation by listening to the low-frequency range leg that
extended south from Indianapolis. Most of it was a guess because the static the
storm produced was drowning out the radio signals we used for maintaining our
course.”

“What's a range leg?”

“Two radio transmitters near the airport at Indianapolis sent out different
signals. If we were to the left of course, we heard a dit dat. If we were to the
right of course, we heard a dat dit. If we were on course, the two signals came
together as a continuous hum.

“The company radio operator in Indianapolis called to report the airfield there
was closed because the new instrument landing system had failed and the
ceiling was too low for a low-frequency range approach. After checking the
weather in Chicago and Milwaukee, Capt. Hill told them we were preceding to
Midway Airport in Chicago.”

“Didn’t the weather forecaster tell you about the weather?” She asked.

“We had gotten a good briefing before we left Atlanta, but in those days the
captain was usually a better forecaster than the weather department.

“The turbulence eased off a bit, but the rain had turned into snow. When the
captain reported our position over Lafayette, Ind., he was informed that all
landing air facilities were temporarily out at Midway. We refilled our flight plan for
Milwaukee. About 30 miles south of Midway, we were informed that Milwaukee’s
weather was below landing minimums in heavy snow. The captain checked our
fuel supply and shook his head. Then, out the left window, he saw a hole in the
clouds below us.

“Tell Midway Tower that we will be making a Cicero Avenue approach to
Runway 33, the captain said. Then he told me to let down to 800 feet and fly a
heading of 345 degrees.

“A few minutes later he reported to the tower controllers that we were passing
the Blue Island Tank. They cleared us to land if we could find the runway.

“Let down to 400 feet and fly 350 degrees,’ the captain ordered.

“I had to wipe the palms of my hands on my pants leg every three minutes to
keep them dry.

“Slow it up to approach speed and fly 355 degrees.” He lowered the flaps to
approach position.

“I glanced at my palms to make sure that it wasn’t blood that was coming out of
my hands instead of sweat.

“Five blocks to go,’ the captain said from his position with his face against the
left window so he could count the streets that cross Cicero Avenue.

“Let down to 200 feet and keep her slowed up.’

“l was measuring altitude in inches and speed in yards per hour. My heart was
beating so loudly in my ears that it was hard for me to hear anything else.

“I've got the airplane,’ the captain announced. ‘Lower the landing gear and
give me full flaps.’
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“As he took over the controls, he rolled old No. 344 into a 30-degree left bank
and pushed the nose over to line up with the straight-in approach to Runway 33.
The landing was smooth as glass.

“I think | looked at him as if he were God himself.”

My granddaughter and | walked on to the next exhibit.

She turned to me and said, “Grandpa, | used to think you stretched your stories
about your flying days a little, but I think it would be hard to stretch any story
about flying that airplane through a bad storm with no radar or autopilot.”

| smiled and nodded. She didn’'t seem as interested in the other exhibits. She
kept stopping to stare back at No. 344 with an occasional glance at me.

A few days later | was back at my German Shepherd kennel in southern
Arkansas tending to my Muscadine vines that would yield grapes so | could make
excellent wine next fall. My portable telephone rang. The voice from the speaker
said, “This is the man upstairs calling you.” My knees became weak and my
heart skipped a beat.

The voice continued, “If you will look up, you will see a United Air Lines B-737
headed south. Your two nephews are flying as passengers from Chicago to
Mexico City. Watch our turn to the left.”

After stuttering a few sounds into the telephone, | saw the Boeing 737 turn 30
degrees to the left, then proceed on course.

| just thought we would say hello on our air phone as we passed by,” Capt. Ken
Futrell said. He had made captain at United when he was 30 years old. Andy,
his younger brother, had followed Ken to United and was serving as his first
officer.

| watched the airplane disappear into the clouds to the south and turned my
face to the eastern sky and said, “Thank you, Lord. You know | didn't stretch that
Cicero Avenue Story; and besides, I'm just not ready to go—yet.”

Capt. Oel Futrell, a retired Eastern pilot,
landed his last DC-10 flight on Christmas
Eve [1986] exactly 35 years after flying No.
344,

3 3-25-10



