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 Vol. 4: Disappearances

 D.B. Cooper

 The Man Who Fell Off the Earth

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"We do have a hijacking."

 — Captain William Scott, Northwest Orient Flight 305, November 24, 1971



Chapter One
 The Ticket

 The man arrived at Portland International Airport in the middle of the afternoon on November 24, 1971. He was wearing a dark suit, a white shirt, a narrow black tie, and a dark overcoat. He carried a black attaché case in his right hand and nothing else. No checked luggage. No carry-on. He looked like a businessman — the kind of man you see a hundred times a day in an airport terminal and forget the moment you look away.

He walked to the Northwest Orient Airlines counter and bought a one-way ticket to Seattle. The ticket cost eighteen dollars and change. He paid in cash. The clerk asked his name and he said Dan Cooper. He did not show identification. In 1971, you did not need to show identification to board a commercial flight. You walked up, paid your money, gave a name — any name — and you were handed a boarding pass and pointed toward the gate.

The flight was Northwest Orient 305, a Boeing 727-100, registration N467US. It was scheduled to depart Portland at 2:50 p.m. and arrive in Seattle at 3:30 p.m. — a thirty-five-minute hop up the coast, the kind of commuter run that the airlines filled with businessmen shuttling between Pacific Northwest cities. The aircraft was a workhorse of the American aviation fleet: a tri-engine, narrow-body jet with a distinctive T-tail and, crucially, a rear ventral airstair — a set of stairs built into the tail section that could be lowered in flight, allowing passengers to walk down and out the back of the aircraft. This feature was a legacy of the 727's design for smaller airports that lacked jetways. It would become the most important engineering detail in the history of American crime.

Cooper boarded the aircraft and took seat 18-E, a middle seat in the last row of the passenger cabin, near the rear of the plane. There were thirty-six other passengers on the flight, most of them families heading home for Thanksgiving. Nobody paid any attention to the man in the dark suit. He was unremarkable in every way — medium height, medium build, somewhere between his mid-forties and early fifties, with dark hair that may or may not have been a wig. He wore wrap-around sunglasses that he did not remove when he sat down.

The flight attendant who served his section was a twenty-three-year-old woman named Florence Schaffner. She was young, capable, and accustomed to the minor nuisances of commercial aviation — delayed flights, spilled drinks, men who tried to slip her their phone numbers on cocktail napkins. When the man in 18-E passed her a folded note as she walked by, she assumed it was exactly that. She dropped it into her purse without reading it.

The man leaned across the empty seat next to him and said: "Miss, you'd better look at that note. I have a bomb."

Schaffner looked at him. He was calm. His voice was level and polite, the way a man's voice is when he is ordering a drink or asking for the time. She opened her purse and unfolded the note. The handwriting was neat, the message direct. The exact words have been reconstructed from memory — Cooper later took the note back — but the substance was this: he had a bomb in his briefcase and he would use it if his demands were not met.

Schaffner sat down next to him. Cooper opened the attaché case and showed her its contents. She saw red cylinders, a tangle of wires, and what appeared to be a battery. Whether or not it was a real bomb — a question that has never been answered — it looked convincing enough. Schaffner's training told her to stay calm, cooperate, and get the information to the cockpit as quickly as possible.

Cooper told her what he wanted: $200,000 in American currency, four parachutes — two main and two reserve — and a fuel truck standing by in Seattle to refuel the aircraft upon landing. If his demands were met, he would release the passengers. If they were not, he would detonate the bomb.

Schaffner walked to the front of the aircraft and relayed the demands to the flight crew. The captain was William A. Scott, a veteran pilot who had been flying for Northwest Orient for twenty years. The first officer was William J. Rataczak. The flight engineer was Harold E. Anderson. They listened, processed, and made the call that every airline crew dreads: they radioed Seattle-Tacoma International Airport and told air traffic control that Flight 305 had been hijacked.

It was approximately 3:00 p.m. The plane was somewhere over southern Washington, thirty minutes from Seattle. The sky was overcast, the temperature in the low forties, and a cold November rain was falling across the Pacific Northwest. Below them, in every direction, stretched the dark green expanse of the Cascade foothills — Douglas fir and western red cedar, ravines and rivers, and mile after mile of wilderness where a man could disappear and never be found.

The clock was ticking. The era of the skyjacker was about to produce its masterpiece.

 [image: D.B. Cooper's plane ticket — one-way Portland to Seattle]The ticket purchased by "Dan Cooper" at Portland International Airport. One-way to Seattle. Eighteen dollars. Cash. No ID required. The name was likely borrowed from a French-language comic book about a parachuting test pilot.
 

Chapter Two
 The Demands

 The news hit Seattle-Tacoma International Airport like a controlled detonation. Within minutes of receiving the radio call from Flight 305, the airport's crisis management apparatus was in motion. The FBI's Seattle field office was notified. Northwest Orient's operations centre in Minneapolis was notified. The Federal Aviation Administration was notified. And the president of Northwest Orient Airlines, Donald Nyrop, was reached by telephone and asked to make the decision that everyone already knew he would make: pay the ransom, give the man his parachutes, and get the passengers off that airplane alive.

Nyrop agreed without hesitation. Two hundred thousand dollars was a significant sum — roughly $1.5 million in today's money — but it was nothing compared to the cost of a planeload of dead passengers. The airline's insurance would cover it. The FBI could worry about catching the hijacker later. The priority was getting those thirty-six passengers and the cabin crew home for Thanksgiving.

While the money was being assembled, Flight 305 circled in a wide holding pattern over Puget Sound. Captain Scott had slowed the aircraft to its minimum safe airspeed, buying time. The passengers were told there was a minor mechanical issue that required the plane to circle before landing. Most of them believed it. A few noticed the extra flight attendant — a woman named Tina Mucklow, twenty-two years old, who had been assigned to serve as Cooper's liaison with the cockpit — moving back and forth between the first-class cabin and the rear of the plane with an expression that did not quite match the reassurance she was offering.

Cooper, meanwhile, was the calmest person on the aircraft. He sat in his seat with the attaché case on his lap, sipping bourbon and soda — he had ordered one from Schaffner shortly after delivering his demands, and he paid for it — and making quiet, polite conversation with Mucklow, who had taken the seat next to him on Schaffner's suggestion. He was, by all accounts, courteous, methodical, and completely in control. He did not shout. He did not threaten. He did not become agitated when the airline asked for more time. He simply waited, with the patience of a man who had thought everything through.

The money was the first problem. Cooper had specified $200,000 in "negotiable American currency" — twenties, he said, used bills, nothing sequential. The FBI scrambled to assemble the cash from Seattle-area banks, but they did something clever: they had every bill photographed onto microfilm specifically before handing them over — the serial numbers were recorded in a deliberate dragnet operation. Every single one of the 10,000 twenty-dollar bills that would be handed to Cooper was catalogued. If any of them surfaced — in a bank, a casino, a shop, a pay toilet — the FBI would know.

The serial numbers were compiled into a thirty-four-page document and distributed to banks, casinos, and law enforcement agencies across the country and eventually around the world. It was the longest-running financial dragnet in FBI history. For decades afterward, every twenty-dollar bill that passed through certain channels was checked against that list. Not one of them — not a single bill, aside from a small bundle found years later — was ever used.

The parachutes were the second problem, and they were harder. Cooper had asked for four: two main chutes and two reserves. The request was significant. Asking for four parachutes — rather than just one — suggested that Cooper might intend to force a crew member to jump with him. If the FBI tampered with the chutes, they would be risking an innocent life. It was a calculated move, whether Cooper intended it or not, and it effectively prevented the FBI from sabotaging the equipment.

The parachutes were sourced from two local contacts: the two reserve chutes from a local skydiving school, and the two main chutes from a local stunt pilot. One of the main chutes was a civilian sport rig — a high-performance canopy in good condition. The other was an older military-surplus parachute. The two reserve chutes were a front-mount reserve in good condition and a dummy training reserve that had been sewn shut and was not functional. This last item — the non-functional reserve — was included by accident or by indifference. It would become one of the enduring puzzles of the case.

At 5:46 p.m., nearly three hours after the hijacking began, Flight 305 landed at Seattle-Tacoma International Airport. The aircraft taxied to a remote section of the tarmac, away from the terminal, and stopped. A ground vehicle delivered the ransom money — a white cloth bank bag containing ten thousand twenty-dollar bills — and the four parachutes to the aircraft via the front stairs. Tina Mucklow carried the money and parachutes back to Cooper.

Cooper inspected the money. He inspected the parachutes. He appeared satisfied. Then he told Mucklow to have the passengers and Schaffner leave the aircraft via the front stairs. The thirty-six passengers filed out into the rain, most of them still unaware that they had been part of a hijacking. They had been held for two and a half hours. Not one of them had been harmed.

Cooper kept the flight crew — Scott, Rataczak, and Anderson — and one flight attendant, Tina Mucklow. He told the cockpit crew to refuel the aircraft and prepare for takeoff. He had a new destination: Mexico City. But first, he had very specific instructions about how the plane was to be flown.

The flaps were to be lowered to fifteen degrees. The landing gear was to remain down. The airspeed was not to exceed 200 knots. The altitude was not to exceed 10,000 feet. The cabin was to remain unpressurised. These were the parameters of a man who had thought about the aerodynamics of what he was about to do. The aircraft, configured this way, would be flying at the edge of its performance envelope — slow enough, low enough, and unpressurised enough for a man to open the rear airstair and survive the jump.

Captain Scott told Cooper that the fuel range under those conditions would not reach Mexico City. They would need to stop and refuel. Cooper considered this and agreed. The refuelling stop would be Reno, Nevada. After Reno, Mexico City. Those were the orders.

At 7:40 p.m., Flight 305 took off from Seattle-Tacoma International Airport and turned south. It was raining. The temperature was dropping. The sky was black. Somewhere below the aircraft, the forests of the Pacific Northwest waited in the dark.

 [image: Boeing 727-51 N467US — the actual aircraft hijacked by D.B. Cooper]Northwest Orient Airlines Boeing 727-51, registration N467US — the actual aircraft Cooper hijacked on November 24, 1971. The 727's rear ventral airstair, designed for smaller airports, became the most important engineering detail in the history of American crime.
 

Chapter Three
 The Jump

 Tina Mucklow was the last person to see him.

After the plane took off from Seattle, Cooper told her to go to the cockpit and stay there. He told her to pull the curtain between the first-class cabin and the coach section. He told her not to come back. She did as she was told. She walked forward through the empty aircraft — thirty-six seats vacant, the overhead bins still holding the bags of passengers who had been gone for an hour — and she pulled the curtain and she did not look back.

Before she left, she saw Cooper standing in the aisle near the rear of the cabin. He had removed his tie — a black JCPenney clip-on — and left it draped over the armrest of seat 18-E. He had taken off his overcoat. He had the white cloth money bag in one hand and was examining one of the parachutes with the other. He looked, she thought, like a man preparing for something he had rehearsed many times in his mind.

What happened next is reconstruction, inference, and educated guessing. No one was watching. No one was in the cabin. The cockpit crew monitored their instruments and waited, and the aircraft flew south through the rain at 200 knots and 10,000 feet, following the Victor 23 airway — the aerial corridor that runs from Seattle to Portland, roughly parallel to Interstate 5, over the dark valleys and ridgelines of southwest Washington.

At some point between 8:00 and 8:13 p.m., a warning light illuminated on the flight engineer's panel. It indicated that the aft airstair — the rear exit at the very tail of the aircraft — had been activated. The stairs were being lowered. In the cockpit, the crew felt a change in air pressure and a subtle oscillation in the aircraft's flight path as the open stairway disrupted the aerodynamics of the fuselage.

At 8:13 p.m., the aircraft's tail section suddenly pitched upward — a sharp, brief movement requiring the pilots to re-trim for level flight, as though a weight had been released from the rear of the aircraft. The oscillation stopped. The rear stairs continued to trail open in the slipstream.

That bump was, almost certainly, the moment Dan Cooper stepped off the back of the airplane.

He jumped into a void. The conditions were as hostile as any a parachutist could face. The temperature outside the aircraft at 10,000 feet was approximately seven degrees below zero. The wind chill was savage. It was raining — not the gentle drizzle of a Pacific Northwest afternoon but the hard, cold, driving rain of a November night in the Cascades. Visibility was zero. The sky was black above and below. There was no moon, no stars, no reference point of any kind. He was falling through absolute darkness into terrain he could not see.

He was wearing loafers. He was wearing a business suit. He had no helmet, no goggles, no altimeter, no jumpsuit, no reserve — or rather, he had a reserve, but it was the dummy training chute that had been sewn shut. Whether he knew this is unknown. If he chose the dummy reserve deliberately, it suggests supreme confidence. If he chose it by accident, it suggests something else entirely.

The parachute he selected as his main was the older military-surplus rig — not the newer, more manoeuvrable civilian sport canopy. This choice, too, has been debated endlessly. A skilled sport jumper would have taken the better chute. A military-trained parachutist, accustomed to round canopies, might have instinctively reached for the military rig. Or perhaps he simply grabbed the first one that came to hand. No one knows.

He had tied the money bag to his body. The method is uncertain — he may have used nylon cord cut from the other parachute, the one he did not use. Twenty pounds of twenty-dollar bills, bound to his waist or chest, adding drag and weight and complication to an already near-impossible jump.

If the parachute opened — and there is no reason to think it did not — Cooper would have descended through approximately 10,000 feet of freezing rain and darkness. The rate of descent under a round military canopy is roughly fifteen to twenty feet per second. The entire fall would have taken between eight and eleven minutes. Eight minutes of hanging in a harness in the dark, in the rain, in the cold, unable to see the ground, unable to steer, unable to do anything except wait for the impact.

Below him — far below, invisible in the darkness — was the terrain of Clark and Cowlitz counties in southwest Washington. Dense forest. Douglas fir trees two hundred feet tall. Ravines, creeks, and river valleys. The landscape of the Cascade foothills is as hostile as any wilderness on the continent — miles of unbroken canopy, steep slopes, thick underbrush, and no roads, no houses, no lights. A man landing in that terrain at night, in the rain, in a business suit and loafers, with twenty pounds of cash strapped to his body, would face challenges that are difficult to overstate.

He might have survived the landing. He might have broken both legs. He might have been draped in his canopy in the top of a two-hundred-foot fir tree, unable to cut himself free, dying of hypothermia as the temperature dropped through the night. He might have landed in the Lewis River and drowned. He might have walked out of the forest and into history.

Nobody knows. That is the point. That is the entire point. A man stepped off the back of a Boeing 727 into the darkness, and the darkness swallowed him, and he was never seen again.

Flight 305 continued south. The rear airstair remained down, banging and shuddering in the slipstream. The cockpit crew did not know exactly when Cooper had jumped — the bump at 8:13 could have been the stairs reaching their fully open position, or it could have been the man leaving the aircraft, and there was no way to tell from the instruments. They flew on to Reno, landed at 11:02 p.m., and opened the rear door to find an empty cabin, an open airstair, and no sign of Dan Cooper.

He had left behind his tie, two of the four parachutes, eight cigarette butts from the Raleigh brand he had been smoking, and sixty-six unidentifiable latent fingerprints on the magazines and armrests of his section. That was all. That, and the question that would consume the FBI for the next forty-five years: who was he, and where did he go?

 [image: FBI Composite Sketch A of D.B. Cooper, 1971]FBI Composite Sketch A, completed days after the hijacking. The witnesses could not agree on Cooper's appearance — the sunglasses had hidden too much. This sketch was considered the less accurate of the two primary composites.
 

Chapter Four
 The Hunt

 The FBI's investigation was designated NORJAK — Northwest Hijacking — and it became the most expensive, most exhaustive, and most frustrating manhunt in the history of the Bureau.

The search began the morning after the hijacking, November 25, 1971 — Thanksgiving Day. While America carved turkey and watched football, teams of FBI agents, U.S. Army soldiers, National Guardsmen, and local law enforcement were deploying into the forests of southwest Washington. The search area was enormous: a swath of wilderness approximately twenty miles wide and sixty miles long, stretching from the suburbs of Portland to the foothills of Mount Rainier, centred on the estimated flight path of the aircraft between Seattle and Portland.

The problem was that the "estimated flight path" was exactly that — an estimate. The aircraft had been flying on the Victor 23 airway, which follows a generally north-south track, but the precise position of the plane at 8:13 p.m. was uncertain. Radar data placed the aircraft somewhere over the Lewis River valley, near the small town of Ariel, Washington, but the data was imprecise. Cooper could have jumped anywhere within a corridor several miles wide. And if the 8:13 bump was not the jump — if he had jumped earlier or later — the search zone expanded by miles in every direction.

The terrain was murderous. The Cascade foothills in that region are covered in dense old-growth forest — towering Douglas fir and western red cedar, with a canopy so thick that the forest floor receives almost no sunlight. The underbrush is impenetrable: salal, sword fern, devil's club, and fallen timber piled in rotting tangles that can stop a man in his tracks after fifty yards. The slopes are steep, the ravines are deep, and the rivers run fast and cold. In late November, the ground is saturated with rain, the creeks are in flood, and the temperature hovers near freezing.

Eighteen days. That was how long the initial ground search lasted. Hundreds of searchers, working in grid patterns, covered thousands of acres of forest. They found nothing. No parachute, no money, no clothing, no body, no trace of any kind. The forest had been searched and the forest had given up nothing.

The absence of evidence was itself evidence, and it pointed in two directions. Either Cooper had survived the jump and walked out of the forest — in which case he was alive, free, and in possession of $200,000 — or he had died in the forest, and his body and parachute were hidden so thoroughly by the terrain and the vegetation that hundreds of searchers walking over the ground could not find them.

Both possibilities were equally plausible, and equally maddening.

The FBI turned to the evidence Cooper had left behind. The clip-on tie was sent to the Bureau's laboratory in Washington, D.C. Analysis revealed that the tie was a narrow black JCPenney model, mass-produced and untraceable. But embedded in the fabric of the clip-on tie were microscopic particles that told a more interesting story: titanium, aluminium, stainless steel, and traces of cerium and bismuth. These were not the materials of an ordinary businessman's wardrobe. They were the materials of someone who had worked in close proximity to aerospace manufacturing or chemical engineering. The particles were consistent with exposure to the metals used in the production of titanium alloys — the kind of work done at Boeing, or at one of the dozens of defence contractors that operated in the Pacific Northwest in the early 1970s.

The tie was the best physical clue the FBI had, and it pointed toward a specific kind of person: a man with connections to the aerospace industry. But in 1971, the Pacific Northwest was the aerospace industry. Boeing alone employed more than eighty thousand people in the Seattle area. The suspect pool was enormous.

The fingerprints were the second lead, and they proved even more frustrating. The sixty-six latent prints recovered from the aircraft were compared against the FBI's existing fingerprint database — hundreds of thousands of records — and produced no match. This meant either that Cooper had never been fingerprinted, which was unlikely for a man of his apparent age and background, or that the prints were too degraded to produce a reliable match. Either way, the fingerprints were a dead end.

The cigarette butts were a third lead. Cooper had smoked Raleigh filter-tip cigarettes throughout the flight. The brand was common — Raleigh was one of the top-selling cigarette brands in the United States in the early 1970s — but the butts were preserved as DNA evidence. In 1971, DNA profiling did not exist. The butts were stored in the hope that future technology might extract something useful. When DNA testing became available decades later, the results were ambiguous: a partial profile was obtained, but it was not complete enough to make a positive identification, and there was uncertainty about whether the DNA belonged to Cooper or to someone who had handled the evidence in the intervening years.

The witnesses were the fourth lead. Cooper had interacted with several people during the hijacking — Schaffner, Mucklow, the ticket agent, other passengers — and the FBI interviewed all of them at length. The physical description was consistent but vague: white male, mid-forties to early fifties, approximately five-foot-ten to six feet tall, 170 to 180 pounds, dark hair, olive complexion. He had been wearing dark sunglasses throughout, which obscured much of his face. He spoke with no discernible accent. He appeared knowledgeable about aircraft and parachutes. He was calm, methodical, and polite.

The FBI generated composite sketches — two primary versions, known as Composite A and Composite B — based on witness descriptions. The sketches looked like two different men. Composite A, completed shortly after the hijacking, showed a younger, thinner face. Composite B, completed later based on more careful interviews, showed a more mature face with a heavier jaw and a protruding lower lip. Neither sketch was considered a reliable likeness. The witnesses could not agree, and the sunglasses had hidden too much.

By the end of 1971, the FBI had a partial physical description, an unreliable set of fingerprints, a pair of composite sketches that did not match each other, a clip-on tie with aerospace particles, eight cigarette butts, and absolutely no idea who Dan Cooper was.

The case was not cold. It was frozen solid. And it would stay that way for nearly a decade.

 [image: FBI wanted poster for D.B. Cooper]The FBI's wanted bulletin for the unknown hijacker of Northwest Orient Flight 305. The NORJAK investigation — Northwest Hijacking — became the most expensive and most exhaustive manhunt in Bureau history.
 

Chapter Five
 The Money

 On the afternoon of February 10, 1980 — eight years, two months, and seventeen days after the hijacking — an eight-year-old boy named Brian Ingram was digging in the sand on the north bank of the Columbia River, about nine miles downstream from Vancouver, Washington, at a place called Tena Bar.

Brian was on a family outing. His father, Dwayne, had driven the family to the riverbank for a picnic, and Brian had been given the task of smoothing a patch of sand for the campfire. He was raking through the topsoil with his hands when his fingers closed around something that felt like wet cardboard. He pulled it out of the sand and held it up.

It was a packet of twenty-dollar bills. The bills were deteriorated — some had shrunk, some had turned black, some had fused together into a papery mass — but they were still recognisable as currency, and they were still bound by a rubber band that was brittle and crumbling but intact. Brian kept digging. He found two more packets. In total, he had uncovered approximately $5,800 in twenty-dollar bills, buried a few inches below the surface of the sand.

Dwayne Ingram knew enough about the D.B. Cooper case to recognise what his son had found. The serial numbers were checked against the FBI's list. They matched. Every single bill was from the Cooper ransom. After nearly a decade of silence, the money had surfaced — not in a bank, not in a casino, not in a shop, but in the sand on a riverbank, miles from the suspected drop zone, buried like the bones of something the river had swallowed and could not quite digest.

The discovery electrified the investigation. For eight years, the FBI had operated on the assumption that Cooper might be alive and spending the money carefully, or that he might be dead in the forest with the money scattered around his body. The Tena Bar find upended both theories. The money was not being spent — it was buried in river sand. It was not in the forest — it was on the Columbia River, miles to the west of the suspected drop zone. And it was deteriorated in a way that suggested long exposure to water and soil, not the kind of deterioration you would expect from a briefcase buried in dry forest earth.

How had the money gotten to Tena Bar? This question has generated more theories, more arguments, and more amateur detective work than any other aspect of the Cooper case. The leading theories fall into three categories.

The first theory is natural deposition. The money was carried by water — either from the Lewis River or one of its tributaries, which flow west into the Columbia — downstream to Tena Bar, where it was deposited by river action and gradually buried by sand and sediment. This theory is consistent with the deterioration of the bills and with the location, which is downstream of the suspected drop zone. But it requires the money to have travelled a considerable distance through a complex river system, and the rubber bands were still intact, which is difficult to reconcile with months or years of tumbling through fast-moving water.

The second theory is dredging. In 1974, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers conducted a major dredging operation on the Columbia River near Tena Bar. The dredged material — river-bottom sediment — was deposited along the north bank, in the same area where the money was later found. If the money had been on the river bottom — carried there by the current or deposited by Cooper himself — it could have been scooped up by the dredge and redeposited on the bank, where it lay undiscovered for six years until Brian Ingram's fingers closed around it.

The third theory is deliberate placement. Cooper — or someone acting on his behalf — buried the money at Tena Bar on purpose. Perhaps Cooper survived the jump, realised the bills were too hot to spend, and buried them as a cache. Perhaps he died and someone found the money and buried it, not knowing or not caring what it was. This theory requires a human agent and a decision, and it raises more questions than it answers, but it cannot be ruled out.

The FBI excavated the entire Tena Bar site. They sifted the sand through fine mesh screens. They brought in metal detectors and ground-penetrating radar. They found no additional money, no parachute fabric, no clothing, no personal effects, and no bones. The $5,800 that Brian Ingram had found was all there was.

The condition of the bills was itself a clue, and it was analysed exhaustively. The bills showed evidence of prolonged water exposure — mineral staining, biological degradation, shrinkage from repeated wetting and drying. The rubber bands had partially dissolved but had maintained their shape, suggesting they had been protected from direct water flow for most of their burial. Some researchers noted that the bills were arranged in a pattern consistent with a packet that had been intact when it entered the water and had slowly deteriorated in place, rather than bills that had been scattered and redeposited by current.

The serial numbers told another story. The bills were from three distinct bundles — not consecutive, but drawn from different parts of the original ransom package. This meant Cooper had not simply lost a single bundle. Multiple bundles had ended up in the same location. This was consistent with the money bag having been intact when it entered the water, rather than having been opened and scattered.

And then there was the absence. Ten thousand twenty-dollar bills had been handed to Dan Cooper on the tarmac at Seattle-Tacoma International Airport. Two hundred and ninety of them had been found at Tena Bar. The other nine thousand, seven hundred and ten had never been seen. Not one. Not a single bill had ever been deposited in a bank, exchanged at a casino, spent in a store, or found in a wallet, a mattress, a safe deposit box, or a dead man's pocket. Two hundred thousand dollars had vanished as completely as the man who had taken it.

Brian Ingram was allowed to keep a portion of the bills — roughly half — as finder's property. The other half was returned to Northwest Orient's insurance company. Brian's bills were eventually sold to collectors and have been displayed in museums. The most famous piece of Cooper evidence — the only tangible proof that the hijacking money had gone somewhere — ended up behind glass, stared at by tourists, which is perhaps the most fitting outcome for a case built entirely on things that cannot be explained.

 [image: Deteriorated ransom money found at Tena Bar on the Columbia River, 1980]Three packets of twenty-dollar bills from Cooper's ransom, found by eight-year-old Brian Ingram at Tena Bar on the Columbia River in February 1980. The bills were deteriorated, blackened, and shrunken — but the serial numbers matched the FBI's list. The other $194,200 has never surfaced.
 

Chapter Six
 The Suspects

 The FBI investigated more than a thousand people in connection with the Cooper hijacking. Every tip, every theory, every deathbed confession, every ex-wife's accusation was followed up with the grinding thoroughness that the Bureau brings to cases it cannot solve and cannot let go. In forty-five years, they eliminated all but a handful of suspects. They never identified Cooper.

The first and most compelling suspect was Richard Floyd McCoy Jr. McCoy was a twenty-nine-year-old Vietnam War veteran, a decorated helicopter pilot, an Army Green Beret, and a trained paratrooper. On April 7, 1972 — less than five months after the Cooper hijacking — McCoy hijacked United Airlines Flight 855 — a Boeing 727 flying from Newark to Los Angeles — boarding the aircraft during a stopover in Denver, then demanded $500,000 in ransom, received the money via the rear airstair, and parachuted out of the aircraft over Provo, Utah. He was arrested two days later with the ransom money in his possession.

The similarities were staggering. Same type of aircraft. Same method — rear airstair jump. Same type of demand. Same calm, methodical execution. McCoy was everything Cooper appeared to be: a military-trained parachutist with the nerve, the skill, and the knowledge to pull off an aerial hijacking. He was physically consistent with the witness descriptions — the right age, the right build, the right complexion. He had been stationed at Fort Bragg, where he would have trained with the round military parachutes that Cooper had selected.

The FBI's lead investigator on the NORJAK case, Ralph Himmelsbach, considered McCoy and rejected him. The reason was simple: the flight attendants from Flight 305 were shown photographs of McCoy and said he was not the man. Himmelsbach trusted the eyewitnesses. Other investigators — notably Russell Calame, the FBI agent who arrested McCoy — believed McCoy was Cooper and said so publicly. The debate was never resolved. McCoy had escaped from Lewisburg Federal Penitentiary in August 1974 by commandeering a garbage truck and crashing it through the prison gates. Three months later, FBI agents tracked him to his home in Virginia Beach, Virginia, where he was killed in a shootout. He was thirty-one years old. If he was Cooper, the secret died with him.

The second major suspect was Kenneth Christiansen. Christiansen was a former Northwest Orient employee — a mechanic, flight attendant, and purser who had worked for the airline for decades. He was also a former Army paratrooper who had served in the Pacific theatre during World War II. He was the right age, the right build, and he had intimate knowledge of the Boeing 727 and its rear airstair.

Christiansen was nominated as a suspect by his brother, Lyle, who came forward after Kenneth's death in 1994 with a story that had been nagging at him for decades. Kenneth, Lyle said, had always had more money than his airline salary could explain. He had paid cash for a house shortly after the hijacking. He had become agitated when the Cooper case was discussed. And on his deathbed, he had told Lyle: "There is something you should know, but I cannot tell you."

The circumstantial case against Christiansen was strong. Florence Schaffner, the flight attendant who had first received Cooper's note, told reporters that photographs of Christiansen matched her memory of the hijacker more closely than any other suspect she had been shown. But the FBI noted that Christiansen was shorter and lighter than the witness descriptions suggested — 5-foot-8 and 150 pounds, compared to the estimated 5-foot-10 to 6-foot and 170 to 180 pounds — and his DNA did not match the partial profile obtained from the tie.

The third suspect was Robert Rackstraw. Rackstraw was a Vietnam War veteran, a helicopter crew member, a paratrooper, and a demolitions expert — a man whose military record read like a checklist of the skills Cooper would have needed. He was also a convicted fraudster, a pathological liar, and a man who seemed to enjoy the attention that came with being named a Cooper suspect.

A private investigator named Tom Colbert spent years building a case against Rackstraw, claiming to have identified coded messages in letters sent to newspapers after the hijacking that pointed to Rackstraw's military service number. A forensic artist concluded that Rackstraw's 1970 Army ID photograph showed "nine points of match" with FBI Composite B. The circumstantial case was elaborate and compelling. The FBI was not persuaded. Rackstraw denied being Cooper — sometimes with amusement, sometimes with irritation — until his death in 2019.

Other suspects accumulated over the decades like sediment. Sheridan Peterson, a World War II Marine veteran, Boeing technical editor, and smokejumper — a man who had literally parachuted into burning forests for a living — was nominated in the 2010s by a researcher named Eric Ulis, who claimed to be "98 percent convinced." DNA analysis of the tie ruled Peterson out. He died in 2021 at the age of ninety-four.

Lynn Doyle Cooper — known as L.D. Cooper — was a Korean War veteran and leather worker who was nominated by his niece, Marla Cooper, in 2011. She told investigators that L.D. had arrived at her grandmother's house on Thanksgiving night in 1971, bloody and battered, and had said he had "hijacked an airplane." The FBI investigated and could neither confirm nor eliminate him. He had died in 1999.

There were others. Dozens of others. A man named William J. Smith, who confessed on his deathbed. A man named Jack Coffelt, who confessed on his deathbed. A man named Walter Reca, who confessed on tape to a friend. A man named Carl Laurin, who was nominated by a former classmate. Every year, it seemed, a new suspect emerged, a new book was written, a new documentary was filmed, and the case remained exactly where it had been since November 25, 1971: unsolved.

The truth is that the FBI never came close. They never had a fingerprint match, a DNA match, a confession that checked out, or a suspect they could place on that airplane with certainty. After forty-five years, they were no closer to identifying Dan Cooper than they had been on the morning after the hijacking, when the rain was still falling on the empty forest and the back stairs of the Boeing 727 were still hanging open in the wind.

 [image: Robert Rackstraw — 1970 U.S. Army military ID photo]Robert Wesley Rackstraw, photographed for his 1970 U.S. Army military ID. Vietnam veteran, helicopter pilot, paratrooper, and demolitions expert. A forensic artist found "nine points of match" between this photo and FBI Composite B. Rackstraw denied being Cooper until his death in 2019.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Legend

 On July 8, 2016, the FBI formally suspended active investigation of the D.B. Cooper case. The announcement was made quietly — a brief statement on the Bureau's website, a few paragraphs acknowledging that after forty-five years and thousands of leads, the case was being redirected to "other investigative priorities." The case was not closed. It was suspended. The file remained open, the evidence remained in storage, and the FBI said it would continue to accept "credible physical evidence" — a phrase that seemed designed to discourage the flood of tips, theories, and amateur detectives that had been pouring into the Seattle field office for nearly half a century.

The announcement was front-page news. It should not have been. The FBI suspends investigations all the time — resources are finite, priorities shift, cases go cold. But the Cooper case was different. It had become, over the course of four and a half decades, something more than a criminal investigation. It had become a story. And stories, unlike investigations, do not suspend.

The transformation of Dan Cooper from criminal to folk hero began almost immediately after the hijacking and accelerated with every year that passed without an arrest. By the mid-1970s, Cooper was a cultural figure — the subject of songs, books, movies, and a minor industry in Pacific Northwest tourism. The town of Ariel, Washington, the closest community to the suspected drop zone, began holding an annual "D.B. Cooper Day" celebration, complete with a Cooper lookalike contest, a parachute drop, and commemorative merchandise. The bar in Ariel — the Ariel Store and Tavern — became a pilgrimage site for Cooper enthusiasts, its walls covered in newspaper clippings, FBI wanted posters, and amateur theories scrawled on napkins.

The appeal was not difficult to understand. Cooper had done something that Americans, in particular, found irresistible: he had beaten the system. He had walked into an airport, hijacked an airplane, collected a fortune in cash, and vanished without hurting anyone. He had done it calmly, politely, and with a kind of style that the era's other hijackers — desperate men with political grievances and sweating trigger fingers — conspicuously lacked. He had tipped the flight attendant. He had offered to request meals for the crew during the ground stop in Seattle. He had been, in every account, a gentleman.

The fact that he had almost certainly died in the jump only enhanced the legend. A living Cooper would have been a criminal — a man spending stolen money, looking over his shoulder, growing old in hiding. A dead Cooper was a myth — a man who had traded his life for a single, perfect, unrepeatable act of defiance. He had stepped off the back of a Boeing 727 into the darkness and the rain and had never come back, and the darkness had kept his secret, and the secret was what made the story immortal.

The cultural impact rippled outward in unexpected ways. The FAA, galvanised by the Cooper hijacking and the wave of copycat skyjackings that followed — there were more than fifteen rear-door parachute hijackings in 1972 alone — implemented sweeping new security measures. Airports installed metal detectors and began screening passengers and carry-on luggage for the first time. The Boeing 727 was fitted with a mechanical device — a hinged, spring-loaded wedge that prevented the rear airstair from being lowered in flight. The device was called a Cooper vane, and every 727 that flew after 1972 had one installed, a permanent reminder of the man who had found the design flaw and exploited it.

The "D.B." itself was a media artefact. Cooper had identified himself as Dan Cooper — no middle initial, no abbreviation. But a reporter, working from early police reports, mistakenly identified the hijacker as "D.B. Cooper," and the name stuck. It stuck so thoroughly that it replaced the original. Nobody calls him Dan Cooper. The mistake became the legend, which is fitting for a case in which almost nothing is known with certainty.

The name was likely borrowed from a French-language comic book series, Dan Cooper, which featured a Royal Canadian Air Force test pilot who had adventures involving parachutes and aircraft. The series was popular in Canada and francophone Europe but virtually unknown in the United States. If the hijacker chose the name deliberately — and the coincidence is too striking to dismiss — it suggests a man with connections to Canada or to French-speaking culture. This is one of the few genuine clues to Cooper's identity, and it has never been satisfactorily explained.

The case also spawned a parallel investigation — an informal, decentralised, obsessive community of amateur researchers, armchair detectives, and self-appointed experts who have spent decades analysing every scrap of evidence, generating theories, arguing on internet forums, and occasionally producing work that rivals the FBI's own analysis in rigour and detail. The Citizen Sleuths website, the Cooper Forum, the Cooper Research Team — these volunteer organisations have compiled databases of suspects, analysed flight-path data, conducted independent forensic examinations of the tie particles, and published their findings in formats ranging from peer-reviewed papers to YouTube videos.

The amateurs have, in some cases, outperformed the professionals. The particle analysis of Cooper's tie — the discovery that the tie contained rare-earth metals and titanium consistent with aerospace work — was refined and expanded by citizen researchers long after the FBI had shelved their own analysis. The debate over the Tena Bar money — how it got there, when it was deposited, what its condition tells us about Cooper's fate — has been conducted largely on internet forums, with contributions from geologists, hydrologists, and river-dynamics experts who donate their time because the puzzle interests them.

The FBI, for its part, has been both grateful and wary. The Bureau has acknowledged that citizen research has occasionally produced useful leads, but it has also had to contend with an endless stream of false confessions, fabricated evidence, and elaborate theories that consume investigative resources without producing results. The Cooper case is, in this respect, a mirror of the modern age: a mystery that the internet has both illuminated and obscured, generating more information than any single mind can process and less certainty than ever.

 [image: The Cooper vane device installed on Boeing 727 aircraft]The Cooper vane — a mechanical wedge installed on every Boeing 727 after the hijacking to prevent the rear airstair from being lowered in flight. Named directly after D.B. Cooper, it remains a permanent reminder of the man who found the design flaw and exploited it.
 

Chapter Eight
 Into the Dark

 The tie is in an evidence locker at the FBI's Seattle field office. The money — what remains of it — is split between the FBI, Brian Ingram, and Northwest Orient's insurance company. The composite sketches are on the internet, staring out from a thousand websites with the blank, indifferent expression of a man who does not care whether you recognise him. The case file runs to sixty-six volumes. The suspect list runs to over a thousand names. The parachute has never been found. The body has never been found. The remaining $194,200 has never been found.

The Boeing 727 that Cooper hijacked — N467US — continued flying for Northwest Orient and was later sold to Piedmont Airlines, where it flew as N838N, and then to Key Airlines. It was eventually placed in storage at Greenwood-Leflore Airport in Mississippi and scrapped in 1996. The airframe that had carried the most famous hijacker in American history was cut apart and recycled. There is no plaque. There is no memorial. The metal went back into the supply chain and became something else, the way all metal does.

Tena Bar looks the same. The Columbia River rolls past, brown and wide and indifferent. The sand is the same sand. Whatever was buried there — three packets of twenties, a fragment of a fortune, a bread crumb from a crime — has been excavated and removed and the river has had forty-five years to rearrange everything that remains. If you stood on that bank today, you would see nothing. A river. Some sand. The Oregon shore in the distance. You would not know that this was the only place on earth where the physical evidence of the Cooper hijacking has surfaced.

The forest around Ariel, Washington, has not been searched comprehensively since the 1970s. The technology available in 1971 — ground teams walking grid patterns, helicopters skimming the canopy — was inadequate to the terrain, and by the time more sophisticated methods became available, the forest had had decades to do what forests do: bury things. A parachute canopy draped in a tree in 1971 would, by now, be indistinguishable from the surrounding vegetation — rotted, decomposed, absorbed into the soil. A body would be bones, and the bones would be scattered by animals and weather and time, and the bones would be hidden under decades of fallen needles and rotting wood, and the forest would keep them the way it keeps everything: silently, permanently, without apology.

There are those who believe Cooper survived. They believe he landed safely, gathered his money, walked out of the forest, and lived the rest of his life under an assumed name, spending the ransom carefully or not at all — an old man in a quiet town, watching the documentaries about himself with a private smile, taking the secret to his grave. This theory requires Cooper to have been an exceptionally skilled parachutist, an exceptionally lucky one, or both. It requires the money to have been lost during the jump or deliberately discarded — the Tena Bar find suggests the money bag may have come apart in the air or in the water, scattering bundles that were never recovered. It requires a man of extraordinary discipline, capable of possessing $200,000 in marked bills and never spending a single one.

There are those who believe Cooper died. They believe he was killed on impact, or shortly after — broken legs, hypothermia, drowning in the Lewis River, any of a dozen lethal possibilities — and that his body and parachute are still out there in the forest, buried under half a century of accumulated debris, waiting to be found by a hiker or a logger or a child with a stick, the way Brian Ingram found the money with his bare hands in the sand.

There are those who believe the truth is somewhere in between. Cooper survived the jump but was injured — badly enough that he could not carry the money, could not walk far, could not get out of the forest before the cold and the rain and his injuries caught up with him. He died within hours or days, alone in the dark, in the trees, in the wilderness he had chosen as his escape route and that became, instead, his grave. The money bag broke open on impact or in the water. Some of the bills ended up in the Columbia River, where they were deposited at Tena Bar by natural processes or by dredging. The rest are still out there, decomposing in the soil alongside the man who stole them.

Nobody knows. After more than fifty years, nobody knows. And the not-knowing is the thing itself — the engine of the legend, the fuel that keeps the story burning. D.B. Cooper is not a person. He is an absence. A shape cut out of the world on a rainy November night, defined entirely by what is not there: no name, no face, no fingerprint, no body, no money, no answers. He is the negative space in a puzzle that has no solution, and the human mind cannot resist a puzzle that has no solution.

The night of November 24, 1971, was dark and cold and wet. The aircraft was at 10,000 feet, flying at 200 knots, with the flaps down and the gear down and the cabin unpressurised. The rear airstair was open. The wind was howling up through the stairwell. The man in the dark suit stood at the top of the stairs with a bag of money strapped to his body and a parachute on his back and the entirety of the Pacific Northwest spread out below him in the blackness — the forests, the rivers, the mountains, the rain — and he looked down into it, and he jumped.

He jumped, and the darkness took him, and the darkness has not given him back.

Somewhere in the forests of the Pacific Northwest, or nowhere at all, the answer to the oldest unsolved skyjacking in American history is waiting. It has been waiting for more than fifty years. It may wait forever. The forest does not care. The river does not care. The rain falls and the trees grow and the ground swallows what it swallows, and the only thing that cares — the only thing that keeps asking the question — is us.

Who was Dan Cooper? Where did he go?

The stairs are still open. The wind is still blowing. And the answer, if there is one, is still falling through the dark.

 [image: FBI map showing the flight path and suspected drop zone]The FBI's map of Flight 305's path from Seattle to Portland and the suspected drop zone over southwest Washington. The search area covered thousands of acres of dense Pacific Northwest forest. Eighteen days of searching found nothing — no parachute, no body, no money, no trace.
 

Timeline

 November 24, 1971 — 2:50 p.m. — A man identifying himself as Dan Cooper boards Northwest Orient Flight 305 at Portland International Airport. He buys a one-way ticket to Seattle for $18.52, pays in cash, and takes seat 18-E in the rear of the cabin.

 November 24, 1971 — ~3:00 p.m. — Cooper passes a note to flight attendant Florence Schaffner claiming he has a bomb. He opens his briefcase to show red cylinders, wires, and a battery. He demands $200,000 in used twenties, four parachutes, and a fuel truck.

 November 24, 1971 — 5:46 p.m. — Flight 305 lands at Seattle-Tacoma International Airport. Ransom money (10,000 recorded-serial-number twenties) and four parachutes are delivered. All 36 passengers are released unharmed.

 November 24, 1971 — 7:40 p.m. — The aircraft takes off from Seattle heading south toward Reno, with Cooper specifying flaps at 15°, landing gear down, altitude at 10,000 feet, airspeed no more than 200 knots, and cabin unpressurised.

 November 24, 1971 — 8:13 p.m. — The aircraft's tail section suddenly pitches upward. The aft airstair warning light illuminates. Cooper has jumped from the rear of the aircraft into freezing rain and total darkness somewhere over southwest Washington.

 November 24, 1971 — 11:02 p.m. — Flight 305 lands in Reno, Nevada. The cabin is empty. The rear airstair is open. Cooper's clip-on tie, two unused parachutes, and eight cigarette butts are the only traces left behind.

 November 25, 1971 — Thanksgiving Day. The FBI launches the NORJAK investigation. Hundreds of agents, soldiers, and volunteers search thousands of acres of forest in southwest Washington. The search lasts 18 days and finds nothing.

 April 7, 1972 — Richard Floyd McCoy Jr. hijacks United Airlines Flight 855 (Newark to Los Angeles), boarding during a Denver stopover, using Cooper's exact method — rear airstair parachute jump with $500,000 in ransom. He is arrested two days later. The FBI considers and rejects him as Cooper.

 1972–1980 — The FBI investigates over 1,000 suspects. No fingerprint match, no DNA match, no credible identification. Not a single ransom bill surfaces anywhere in the world.

 February 10, 1980 — Eight-year-old Brian Ingram finds $5,800 in deteriorated twenty-dollar bills at Tena Bar on the Columbia River. Every serial number matches the ransom list. No other money has ever been found.

 2011 — Marla Cooper tells the FBI her uncle, Lynn Doyle Cooper, arrived bloody on Thanksgiving 1971 and said he had "hijacked an airplane." The FBI investigates but cannot confirm or eliminate him.

 2016 — Tom Colbert publicly names Robert Rackstraw as Cooper, citing forensic matches and coded letters. Rackstraw denies the allegation. The FBI is not persuaded.

 July 8, 2016 — The FBI formally suspends active investigation of the D.B. Cooper case after 45 years, citing "other investigative priorities." The case remains open but inactive — the only unsolved air piracy in American history.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 D.B. Cooper: The Man Who Fell Off the Earth is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; some scene detail is imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***

 Further Reading

 Himmelsbach, Ralph P. & Worcester, Thomas K. — NORJAK!: The Investigation of D.B. Cooper, West Linn, Oregon, 1986

 Gray, Geoffrey — Skyjack: The Hunt for D.B. Cooper, Crown, 2011

 Forman, Bruce A. Smith — DB Cooper and the FBI: A Case Study of America's Only Unsolved Skyjacking, 2016

 FBI Vault — "D.B. Cooper," vault.fbi.gov/D-B-Cooper (66 volumes, 22,277 pages)

 Citizen Sleuths — citizensleuths.com (independent forensic analysis of physical evidence)

 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 4: Disappearances in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.
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