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April 12, 1937,

Secretary Roper today made public the report of the Accident Board of
the Bureau of Air Comperce in connection with the fatal zair line acoident at
San Francisco, (alifornia, on Fetruvary 9, 1937, The report is as follows:

REPORT OF THE ACCIDENT BCAED

Statement of probable cause concerning an accident which
occurred to an aircrafti of United Alr Lines Transport Core
peration at San Francisco, California, on February 9, 1937

To the Secretary of Commerce:

On February 9, 1937, at approximately €:50 p. me ai a point in the Bay
about 2 miles off shore i‘rcw1 the San Francisco Airport, an airplane of
United States registry while being flown as & part of Schﬂczulea intersiate
cperatmn, carrying mail, passengers and EXpress, met w¥ith an accident which
resulied in death to 313.. on board and the complete destruciion of the mcraﬁ

The pilot, A. R. Thompson, held a Federal transport pilet's license ami
a scheduled alr transport rating., His latest physical exam.ratmn, taken on. X
Jamary 1, 1937, showed him tc be in good physieal conditicon and his license anéi
rating were renewed on that date, The cow-pilot, Joe DeCesaro, held a Federal '
transport pilotts license and a scheduled air trmsvorn rating, His latest
" physical examination, taken on Noverber 30, 1936, showed him to be in good
physical condition., The stewardess was Ruth Kimmel. The passengers ere _
lark Fontana, R. Margaron, J. A. Gremnan and Gerbrude Grermman, of San 7 dvxcz,sce,
" Je F. Gilmore, H. D. Friedlander and H, Large of los frgeles, and R, Leyer of - -
New York. ' : Lo

The aircraft, a Douglas, model DL-BA, was inspected and approved for 11*:' T
cense by the uezpa“tmer!t of Commerce on December 3, 1936, and bere Fedaral Id= -
cense No. NC-16073. It was cwmed by the United Air Llnes iranspor"'{?c:r’peratlw'
and at the time of the accident was being opera 2ted on the Oakland Division of -
this Corporation as Trip Ho. 23, scheduled from Lus Angeles bo Dakland, Cali~
fornia, with one stop, at San Francisco. This opsratdon wes cmLucteﬁ s;n&ex*_a
' regular Federal letter of iuthority. . T

The flight was cleared from the Union hAir Terminal, near Los .é.,ngeles, on.
schedule a2t 7:00 p. m. and was due to arrive at the San Frencisco Alrpert at -
900 pe M. Good flying weather existed throughout the flight ard nothdng un=-
usual was reportéed enroute. At 8:44 p. m., vhen the flight had approachsd o .
within approximately 10 miles of San Francisce, the crew radiced to the conk 1
- tower operator at the airpert giving their pcsztzm and re cuesting surface

winds and direciions for landing. The control tover replied that the wind was
- practically calm and requested the pilot to-land south to north, which in effeck
meant to use the Norib-Seuth rurvay. The crew acknow 1e&gcd these direc 1ens¢. L

At B:47T pe Da, when approximately 3 r.,,lss from the airporiy the erar :1$:.m
‘contacted the control tower stating that they would use the zsaste— est TUDRF e
‘The cs:ﬂtrcl tover oper“tar immediately . acknowledged this W;Jssage giving bis ap= -
prﬂval S Thistwas the last radio coniact with the Flighty Fﬂ%v“rj_,the By
nlzm,e ras in szgnt ai‘ gevcml tnasse on ;é‘*e amwt ifem tha : A




The alrplane was observed to fly over the cnarpor”l* at an al’tl‘bﬁd@ es ulr“za
by several witnesses to be between 400 and 500 feet. Then just over the al
port, the airplane started a wide turn te the right and out over the Bay, vh1 i
if completed, would have described a complete circle over the water and placed
‘it in position for a direct approach to the Eest-Yest runway on the .a:-i'rport.

The accident occwwred before this tum was completed and witnesses vary in theiy
impressions as to whether the turn to the psoint of accident was continuous or:
made up of two disbinet tums.

Yhile in the turn and flying at an aliitude of approximately 400 feet, the
airplane wes observed to assume a descending angle, estimated to be between 35
and 40 degrees, which continued up to the time of striking the water, The total
time for this descent was sstimated to be fowr seconds. One witness believed
that the airplane was hanked at guite an angle during this descent and the sub—
sequent damage appears to bear thls out . _

The evidence indicates that the right wing of the airplane contacted the
vater first and was torn off almost simultauecusly with the right propeller,
engine and a portion of the right nacelle structure, The propeller vas found
about 75 feet to the rear of the engine amd the wing parts, which were scattered
about the vicinity in a radius of approximately 800 feét. The main body of the
airplane was found approximetely one mile away from this point in the dircction -

"of a four mile per hour tide which was running at the time, Most of the wreck-
age was recovered through dragging operations which lasteu over a pera.oci of three
?JGEkSl : :

A detailed 1nvest1gatlon of this Wreckc.ge shmved no ev:t.d;nce of i‘ﬂllure.
the air of the sirplane structure, engines or propellers, The separation of
~right propeller from the engine and the engime from the wing was proven beyond &
' reasonable doubt to be the result of the impact with the water¢ The condition
of toth propellers and both engines indicates that they were rotating and operat-
“ing normally at the time of contact with the water, either wder their own .
inertia vhile slowing down, or, in any event, at low power. The master svitch .
‘s found to be in the #off¥ position. “‘hls ‘coudd hive moved as a result of the .
accident or during the salvage operations ‘tut it appears more: llkely that the -
S".“ﬂ'!}ch was pulled to the "off# pos:Lt:Lon by -the pﬁ.ot 3ust ;n'mr Lo str:&:ms the .:j
';‘s'mter. . . _ ; . T

- The contro}. syste*z was carcfully wvestlgated and, no fallures 0“ hrozcen
cableo or damaged parts were found which were not readily & z:cen.blc %o mpact :
at the time of the accident; with one éxcepiion, " Both control wheels were: ,Lourid.'
%o be dished away from tha:a.r ‘hubs in the direction of the p&ts. Froz the wan-»':_:
nier in which the upper part.of the nllot‘s ockp:a.t 753 pusixud in, this’ mgh‘h
conce:umbly heve resulted from impact, It more strongly suggests hm'mmr tbat'--ﬁ
_ the combined efforts of the two pilots had been used in an effort-to. pulll muek
on ‘the glevator comtrol. to overcome sone mlﬂmctmn&ng of the elevator Lantrsl
system. A nogt careful inspection of the entire control systen, hcnrevar, faa.led'_'

B to disclose any jamming or melfunctioning of the system itself and no i‘ﬁralgn _
objects, not essily accounted .for_ 2% a result of mpact we"e fouﬂd m‘berferm{, -
' 'T"J.th these contro}.s. ' . . '

_ The o rgdm mcrophanps weTe recovered within. the pllot!s coc""f"z.i bz:h‘ .'
- were not, found in any. position. to. S‘.lgg@nt thedir: havmé m‘bsz‘i‘ex‘e& W
trolof the -ajrplane in.any way. Fuorther investigetion, however, showed mar



SRS

on the co-pilotts microphone, the_z' seat rail support, the canvas boot around’ -
the contrel column and on the control colum itself, which suggested that thj.s

-mlcrophcne had been squeezed between the column and_ the seat support. A&lso

- maining controls to place the airplane in a striking position most favorable o

- no timg i‘nr an examnatmn to. detcrm:n_ne and re*'xc:va tne cause af the tx*cubl

.The steepness of the descent and the manner in which the airplane first sh*usk i

small piece ol bakelite from a microphone casing was found wedged betveen t.ae ;
metals adjacent to the seat rail support., Placing the microphone in the posi-
tion indicated by these marks prevented the control column from being brought.
back to full neutral position, which meant that under this condition the nose
of the airplane could not be raised to a level flight positione Other marks
on the control column indicate that after finding the elevator control jammed :
and applying pressure in an effort to overcome this, the pilot romentarily re~
leased this pressure with the result that the microphone assumed 2 new vosxta.on,

blocking the control beyond a neutral position. Tests made with other air—

planeg and microphones of like models proved that the control system’ could be
so jammed and that the combined pu’l of both pilots could not rel:.eve the ;;w*a,

The piece by piece recovery of the wreckage of the airplane over an ﬂx—- fal
tended period of time gave rise to many theories as to the cause of the acc:ment._
A careful study of the completely assembled evidence, howsver, disproved mest: .
of these theories, It is not known why the pilot, after acknovledging. ms’oruc«v-
tions from the control tower to land on the North-South rumwmy, elected, when
nearly to the airport, to land on the East-West runway, There is nothing, how-{
ever, to indicate that the flight was in any trouble at this time, The ab--
normally repid descent of approximetily 400 feet in four seconds preclades any_f;_f
possibility of the pilot having dragged a2 wing in the water through mis) uagmg;m’:
his elevation. A study of the wreckage indicated beyond a reasonsble dowbt o
that there was no structursl failure of the aircraft, power plant or controls. .

the vater is an indication of sudden loss of elevator control. It 0.150 sugeests,
a quickly executed emergency maneuver on the part of the pilot in ueing his pe~::

his passengers. The microphone, lodged between the elevator control column and
the seat rail supporit, would create just such 2n emergency. The relatwe}.; Jow.o
altitude at which the airplane was flying prevented any maneuwvering and perm‘tt_ﬁ_:

L I‘b is the opinion of the Accxdent Board that the prcﬁ}able cause of 1t '
accident vas gccidental jamming of the elevator controls as the re: :
Tophone being inadvertently dropped and lodging in sueh a pcaltz.on ‘é:haz the._. 5

' -'rras unable ‘bo prevent rapxd d.escent of the zirpliang,



