
Occupational Hazards 

 

I watched helplessly as the upside-down aircraft burned.  The horror of the whole scene left me 

stunned and would be etched in my brain forever.  Standing on the wing of a small piston-

powered airplane I questioned my choice of career.  It had been obvious this aircraft had been 

involved in training as I had seen it land and takeoff numerous times as we conducted a 

preflight inspection on our own airplane.  I was not sure what model aircraft it was, only that it 

had turbine engines.  Having fueled many of them in a previous job, I was familiar with the 

different types; nevertheless, it was not important right now. 

What was important right now was this burning hunk of twisted metal that probably had 

occupants inside who were in an unknown state of being.  Randy, my student on this particular 

day, was getting into the pilot’s seat, the only entry door being on the right side of this Piper 

aircraft.  His friend and his 5-year-old son were in the back seat, already strapped in for the 

approximately thirty-minute flight back to our home airport in western Oklahoma.  

Me, I was absolutely frozen as I stood on the wing and stared, trying to evaluate what led up to 

this dire situation.  I knew the propeller was barely turning on the left engine, the only engine I 

could see from my vantage point, so I surmised the aircraft was on a training flight.  What had 

gotten my attention was the fact that the aircraft had drifted toward the ramp where we were 

parked and it appeared it was lined up to land on the taxiway.  At only 50 feet of altitude, there 

was a sudden increase in sound as power was apparently increased to the right engine.   To my 

horror, the nose pitched up and this slow-moving airplane turned over, hitting the ground with 

the nose and one wingtip simultaneously, the crumpling metal becoming compacted   …then, 

fire!  No big explosion, just fire, as jet fuel that had previously been burning inside the engines 

was now about to consume this destroyed aircraft. 

In those days before cell phones, one could only hope that someone inside the terminal 

building saw what was happening and would call the fire department.  Our 5-year-old, watching 

all this, was no longer a happy passenger.  Each one of us had a new outlook on safety and I was 

questioning my choice of careers.  Wouldn’t it have been better to pick a “safe” occupation, 

perhaps as an accountant or a financial advisor?  Now it was beginning to make sense, those 

phrases that my parents used to tell me, like “enjoy childhood while you can” and “don’t grow 

up too fast”. 

I had dedicated many hours to earn the title of Certified Flight Instructor.   Did I have what it 

takes to be successful in this occupation of flying airplanes? 

 


