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Chapter 1

The Day We Fell to Earth
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The bad news is time flies. The good news is you are the pilot.

—Michael Altshuler1

It was a beautiful, sunny fall afternoon. I could almost smell the crisp leaves in the light, cool wind breezing in from Canada. I walked on to yet another plane to fly to West Palm Beach. My name is Shawn Doyle, and I am a road warrior. I travel so frequently that I am often upgraded to first class. Traveling first class has its advantages, and I have met some really interesting people in the seats next to me.

On this particular flight, the man sitting in the inside seat next to me boarded after I did. As he approached, he pointed to his seat and said, “Hello there. Sorry to bother you. I am sitting in that seat.” He smiled warmly. I stood up and moved so he could slide in. He was tall and thin with brown hair that turned slightly gray at the temples.

Ladies and gentlemen, our plane is pretty full. As people are getting on this afternoon’s flight, please put your largest bags up above and the smaller bags underneath the seat in front of you…

“Hey there. I’m Joe Townsend. Nice to meet you,” he said it in a quiet, soft voice while flashing me a thousand-watt smile. He shook my hand firmly. I realized he had a way about him that I can’t describe exactly—a quality, a warmth, a spark. Some would call it personality or likeability. The French would call it je ne sais quoi, which literally means, “I don’t know.” Joe had an indescribable quality about him that I couldn’t quite put my finger on, but it made me want to be friends with him.

“Nice to meet you, Joe. I’m Shawn Doyle.”

We both settled back in our seats and waited for the pre-flight announcements to end so that we could take off. As soon as we were cleared for takeoff, the plane roared smoothly down the runway, lifted into the sky, and headed south into the sunset.

“So, Joe, where are you headed today?” I asked.

“I am headed to my home in West Palm Beach,” he replied.

I paused, processing this information. “So do you live there?”

“Well,” he said, “I have a home in West Palm and a home in Littleton, Colorado.”

“Nice.”

“Where are you headed?” he asked.

“I am headed down to West Palm on business,” I explained.

“What do you do, Shawn?” he asked.

“I am a professional speaker, trainer, and consultant,” I replied.

“Wow! Really? On what topics?” he asked.

“Well, I talk about a lot of things, but mostly leadership, motivation, and creativity,” I said.

His eyes lit up. He smiled. “Well, that is really neat. I kind of always enjoyed that stuff. I took a Dale Carnegie course on speaking when I was 20 years old. That is really cool. So a speaker, huh? Wow. So do you have any books out?”

“Yeah, I have a few.”

“Wow. That is super cool.”

I asked him what he did for a living. He paused in the funny way that people pause when they are searching for the right answer. Maybe he had the answer, but paused because he didn’t know how I was going to react to it; I am not really sure. For a moment, his eyes kind of had a cloudy look. He paused and said, “Well, I am a medically retired US Airways pilot. I am out on long-term disability because I was in an accident.”

There are times when the arc of your life changes dramatically and in a heartbeat. The thing is that you often don’t recognize it at the time. Joe and I didn’t know that this was a defining moment for both of us.

I try to be aware of the feelings of people around me, although I will admit I don’t always succeed. I sat there for a few minutes in deep thought and wondered if I should ask Joe what happened. I had a conversation with myself in my mind.


If I ask, it might be perceived as being rude or pushy or insensitive.

But, on the other hand, if I don’t ask him, maybe that would appear as if I didn’t really care.

He brought it up, so maybe he wants to talk about it.



So I decided to take the risk, however small it seems now.

“Wow. Joe, I am sorry to hear you were in an accident. I uhhh…well, do you mind me asking you what happened? I mean, if you don’t want to talk about it, please don’t…if it will make you uncomfortable in any way.”

He looked at me with an expression I couldn’t read exactly. I thought it might have been a look of sadness, peace, or even sincerity. He looked me straight in the eye, and shifted slightly in his seat. He said quietly, “No, it’s OK. It’s a story I would like to tell if you want to hear it.”

I smiled at Joe, put my seat back, and folded my arms across my chest, “Well, I don’t exactly have anywhere to go in the next few hours. Fire away, Mr. Joe Townsend.”

So I heard Joe’s amazing and true story.
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I have always loved to fly and have flown all my life; I was just flat-out born to fly. I was a professional airline pilot. I flew as a captain on the MD Super 80, nicknamed the Mad Dog. Before getting hired with Piedmont Airlines, now US Airways, I flew corporate and charter jets out of West Palm Beach, Florida. My piloting experience is in excess of 12,000 flight hours. That equates to over 500 days, 24 hours a day, behind the control wheel. That’s a lot of airplane food to digest!

For several years, I had my own Bellanca Citabria, a tandem seated plane with the pilot’s seat in front. Now that was a cool plane! I became proficient at flying upside down and inside out. I used to get a kick out of taking friends up with me, but I made sure they had a sick sack so their lunch would not end up on the back of my neck. One friend did have to use the sick sack so it did come in handy to have them available.

My friend Bob Bentz lent me his plane—a white, blue striped, four-seater, Bellanca Turbo Viking—for a trip to my wife Kelley’s cousin’s beautiful farm in Fitzgerald, Georgia, over Thanksgiving weekend in 1996. It was a beautiful plane. Bob had flown his family in the airplane to Venice, Florida, to have lunch the week before. For some strange reason, Bob had difficulty getting full power on the plane for the return flight to West Palm Beach. As a result, they left the plane in Venice and rented a car and drove home.

The mechanics in Venice made the repairs, so my girls and I drove the rental car back to Venice the following week for the flight to Georgia. After a preflight inspection, I took it for a test flight and everything on the plane performed normally. Like many pilots, I was always a big one on safety. I would never put my girls in an unsafe plane. We pilots are kind of funny that way when it comes to safety, because we know that you don’t get a second chance. The plane flew normally to Georgia; we had full power for the flight and the plane operated well. The weather and conditions were perfect: blue skies.

We had a great time being around family and friends. We all cooked and ate until our bellies were busting. Isn’t that what everyone does at Thanksgiving? All of the kids, my girls and their cousins, played and ran around the cabin. They enjoyed being in a kid’s paradise—a farm with animals, hay, barns, and cotton fields. We roasted marshmallows at night around the fire. Tara, our toddler, was only 18 months old, so she was excited about everything that weekend. The girls had been able to see a ten-day-old calf, and they loved petting its soft muzzle. Laura was excited because she got to pick raw cotton and had stuffed her cute little blue-jean pockets with it to show to her friends during show-and-tell at school. It was, in every sense, the perfect long weekend.

Every time I came back on the four-wheeler from a morning of hunting on the farm, which consisted of sitting in a tree-stand waiting for some unsuspecting deer to walk by, Laura came running up ready for a ride. In her sweet, young voice, she merrily cried out, “Daddy, Daddy, will you please take me for a ride?” Sometimes I would even load Kelley, Laura, and Tara on and take a family ride around the farm. There was a trail along the edge of the woods that went by “the bone pile,” an area where they laid the cows to rest after they had died. That fascinated the girls.

It was a snappy, fall morning on December 1st, 1996, when I got into the van with Kelley, my wife, and my two little angels, Laura Lee and Tara Nicole. We were headed for the local airport. We had just spent a wonderful, fun-filled Thanksgiving weekend on the farm.

The girls were wearing matching sundresses made of bright orange-yellow and white fabric. I don’t know where they got them, but my wife Kelley had a dress in matching fabric. Laura Lee, the four-year-old, was a beautiful blond with blue eyes, and Tara was her sister’s opposite, with brown hair and brown eyes. Laura resembled Kelley when she was that age, and Tara was the spitting image of me, except that she was a much prettier child.

Before leaving the cabin, we ate a quick breakfast, as there were tons of great leftover desserts to fatten our bellies. We headed to the airport to fly home to Florida. The girls were excited; they always loved to fly. I guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.

So I got the plane ready by completing my preflight inspection with draining the two wing fuel sumps, checking topped off fuel tanks, draining the engine fuel sump, and checking the oil level. I was very focused on getting everything prepared. I hopped into the cockpit to arrange my aeronautical charts, checking out my flight plan as the girls put in their bags and got settled in. The girls were laughing and giggling and full of energy. I was a little concerned about the weather—there was a dark gray cold front coming in from the northwest. It looked like a moody Andrew Wyeth painting, a blue-gray wash slashing across the sky with jutting, muscular clouds. The south was clear with bright, Renoir-blue skies all the way to Florida. We were headed south toward Florida, and I knew that we could be off the ground and on our way before the weather arrived.

Tara, our 18-month-old toddler, sat in a car seat in the back of the plane with Kelley. Kelley, being a typical mom, liked to be back there in case Tara needed her. Laura sat proudly in the passenger seat beside me. She liked being my copilot and liked the view from the front. It’s funny, but Laura was always the daredevil anyway. Laura loved to walk along the second-level railing of the back deck of our house while I held her hand, and she balanced like a skilled gymnast on a balance beam. She was never afraid.

We took off from the Fitzgerald Airport and lifted off the runway with ease as I had done hundreds, no, many thousands of times before. How routine is takeoff in a small plane? When I had done it so many times before, it was as routine as brushing my teeth. I had it down.

Very quickly into the flight, I began to lose power and I decided to turn back to the airport in Fitzgerald. It was a decision that would change my life and the lives of others, forever.

I am sure you have heard the story of Captain Sully on the famous US Airways flight 1549. Captain Sully had to decide in a heartbeat whether he would attempt to make it to Teterboro, New Jersey, or try to land in the Hudson River. As you know, he chose the Hudson. To this day, I wish I would have landed on a highway, or in a peanut field, but I turned the plane around to return to the airport, as I believed I had enough altitude to make it to the runway.

Even at full throttle, which is like pressing the accelerator pedal of your car all the way to the floorboard, the plane was dramatically losing power and dangerously losing altitude at a rapid pace. I was lined up to land on Runway 1, which is 5,000 feet long and paved. There was a runway-approach lighting tower sticking up in my path, as I was getting closer to the airport. The throttle was full forward, and I was trying to get as much power out of the engine as I could. The engine was coughing and backfiring violently while we continued losing altitude. I tried to squeak out enough altitude by pulling back hard on the yoke to clear the approach tower.

The limited airspeed allowed two choices: either fly into the tower or hope I had enough airspeed to fly over it. Flying into the light tower would, of course, have been suicidal. I did not have a death wish nor was I a kamikaze pilot. The plane made it over the light tower by inches, but there was not enough airspeed and the nose dropped. There was no more lift, and I thought to myself, OH-MY- GOD-THIS-ISN’T-HAPPENING! as we crashed nose-first into the ground with incredible, violent force. The plane landed with an explosion of noise: metal crashed against metal and into unforgiving soil.

Originally, I thought I had enough altitude to make it to the runway. What I could not have known was that the spark plugs were fouling out or failing rapidly. Once I decided to land the sick aircraft on the runway, instead of in a field, my flight path was committed to that approach, especially because we were flying at a low altitude. The approach speed of the Viking is 80 knots or 92 mph, and the stall speed is 61 knots or 70 mph. If the airspeed falls below the stall speed, the nose always drops, as there is not enough airflow over the wings to sustain lift. When passing over the approach light tower, I would have had to be flying at about 40 feet above the ground to clear the tower without hitting it. That would have been where the stall occurred, as I would have pulled back on the controls in my attempt to clear it. With the wings stalling at 40 feet, and the nose dropping, there was not enough altitude to recover from the stall, especially when I already had the throttles full forward to maximize the available power.

You can imagine what kind of damage would be done when you hit a hard object at 70 mph and drop from 40 feet above the ground.

The massive force of the crash caused the nose of the plane to split apart in a violent explosion of metal and glass. Fortunately, there was no fire, which would have been expected because the fuel tanks were full. I almost made it. I crash-landed 300 yards from the runway in a dusty little airport in Georgia. Three hundred yards! We were only three football fields from landing safely on the runway pavement and well beyond the approach light towers!

Now, I must tell you that all this stuff I’m telling you about the crash is not from my own memory. I have no memory of the crash. Thank God! From the time we took off, I remember nothing—it is a blank, white space for me. My head hit the artificial horizon indicator knob, which broke through my skull, causing a severe brain injury and preventing me from remembering anything from the crash. This knob is also known as the attitude indicator adjustor. The ADI, Attitude Direction Indicator, most definitely had a bad attitude that day!

The severe nature of my injury also blinded me temporarily. I thank God to this day that I lost my sight, otherwise I would have seen the death of my little angels. It would have been a terrible sight. I didn’t want to have that terrible memory. My wife Kelley was found lifeless, shielding little Tara. She was hugging Tara’s body to protect her. That was so typical of her as a mom. Tara Nicole was taken to a local hospital, and then to a trauma center, Phoebe Putney in Albany. They could not save her, due to the severe head trauma, and her little heart just stopped. Laura Lee was gone as well—she died on impact. So that day, I lost my entire family—they all went to Heaven at once. In the blink of an eye, my life, as I knew it, changed forever and ever.

EXCERPT FROM THE
NATIONAL TRANSPORTATION
SAFETY BOARD REPORT

Injuries: 3 Fatal, 1 Serious


The pilot could not recall the accident flight and there were no impact witnesses. He stated that it was misting rain during loading and the engine run up. He also noted a weather front moving in from the north and clear in the Southeast. Relatives helped load the plane and watched it depart then drove to Florida. After an unknown elapsed time an ear witness heard fluctuating engine sounds followed by an impact. He found the plane south of runway 19.The airplane had impacted in a steep left wing and nose down attitude. Subsequent investigation revealed the air intake box alternate air door had broken loose. A fresh fracture was evident in the door hinge. The spark plugs were sooted. The fuel injection system was tested within limits.

The NTSB determines the probable causes of this accident as follows:

A loss of engine power due to the blockage of the intake manifold of the induction air system, by the broken alternate air door, and the loss of aircraft control for undetermined reasons.
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Ladies and gentlemen we will be starting cabin service now….

“Well, I think I’m gonna run to the big boys room,” Joe said. He stood up and wobbled a little. “When I sit too long, I get a little stiff.” He stretched and walked a bit stiff-legged to the bathroom.

“Okey Dokey,” I said.

I sat quietly thinking about Joe’s story. I was lost in thought. Good God in Heaven. How does someone experience this and move on? I mean the whole family in one day? Gone? I have a wife and a daughter, and I couldn’t imagine them being gone in a moment’s notice. I wondered how I would feel if I lost my entire family. In one day. Gone. I fought back the lump in my throat and the tears in my eyes. I didn’t want Joe to see that when he came back. Plus, I realized that he had lost his livelihood on top of that. Wow. I had a feeling similar to the one I had after I visited the Oklahoma City bombing memorial site. I was sad and grateful for the blessed life I have. I am so fortunate.

I thought of the poem President Ronald Reagan mentioned at the funeral for the Challenger Shuttle astronauts.

Oh! I have slipped the surly bond of Earth

And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings;

Sunward I’ve climbed, and joined the tumbling mirth…2

I was feeling…how was I feeling? Lucky. I was feeling fortunate. Grateful. I have a wife, and I have a daughter. Yes, OK, we all have trials and tribulations, but what this man has experienced no one should really ever have to. It has no comparison. What we whine and complain about is meaningless and trivial, small potatoes, nothing. We are “sweating the small stuff.” We are really ungrateful.

“Hidey Ho! I’m back,” Joe said with a glowing grin on his face.

“Oh. Hey there, Joe. Doing all right?”

“It was good to stretch.” He sighed and smiled.

“Yup. I always say nothing better than a good stretch,” I said, still lost in thought.

“Well, Joe, I have to say your story is very touching, and sad, and amazing. I really appreciate you sharing it with me. But, Joe…I just have to ask—and I hope I am not stepping over the line here—but, how do you overcome something like that? I mean you had physical injuries and then the grief…” I shook my head and sat back in my seat, letting out air.

“Yes, the toughest part was not the injury, or the accident, or the loss. It was…well, learning to live with it. Suicide would have been the easy way out, but that’s not me. Quitting is not in my makeup. I have always had a can-do attitude. I have never been a quitter. They say that God never gives you more than you can handle. God must have thought I was Superman, Batman, and Spiderman all in one, because I was given a “shipload” to handle,” he said, chuckling at his humor.

“So what happened to you after the crash?”

“You really want to know the whole story?”

“Yes, I do, Joe. If you don’t mind telling it, I would be honored to listen.”

“Well, it’s pretty intense, but here goes…”
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When the plane struck the ground with violent force, the front firewall split and separated from the aircraft. My ankles also split apart, leaving my feet dangling by the skin along the outer edge of my feet. My left leg was broken in three places, and both of my kneecaps were broken. I had internal injuries in my abdomen where the yoke hit me with tremendous force. My right arm was cut badly as I tried to protect Laura from the impact. I still have scars on my hand where I reached out to protect her.

A crop-duster pilot, James Clark, was first on the scene. He lived nearby. Dressed in a blue work shirt and dusty jeans, he got down and leaned into the wreckage. He asked, “Are you OK in there?” I replied, “Lord, help me!” three times. He wasn’t able to see into the plane wreckage much, and it had started raining. He asked if anyone was with me. I said, “No, I am alone!”

Ironically, I wasn’t alone, but said I was. Isn’t that kind of odd? The severe head trauma had confused my short-term memory. I had been blinded by my brain injury and couldn’t see. I was pinned into the wreckage. James then told me he was going to get help.

The fire crew had to use the Jaws of Life to cut open the front of the plane, so they could drag me out through the windshield, which they had to break to extract me. My feet were barely hanging onto my legs and they wrapped them up. The strange thing is that I was conscious and blind, but I have no memory of that time period at all. None. I guess in a way it was a form of protection. One poor young paramedic actually lost his lunch when he saw the horrific scene of our crash and injuries. I guess the scene was just a nightmare to see. Firemen and paramedics not directly involved were standing off to the side praying for us in the light misty rain. When I got into the ambulance, I told them it was dark in there.

So, in my first baby step back to life, I made it to the hospital alive, but my fight had just begun.

My prognosis at the Phoebe Putney Hospital in Albany was grim, as they all thought they were going to lose me. No one on the staff thought I would actually make it. No one noticed it at the time, but I was taken to room 6, which many people called the “miracle room.” Fifteen pints of blood were transfused into me because of all of my blood loss.

Then, in the first few hours I was in the ICU, I went into cardiac arrest, because a huge blood clot had formed around my heart from the transfused blood. For the next 45 minutes, they worked furiously to get my heart started and to get me stable again. When my heart stopped, I had a stroke, and then went into a coma. The surgeons thought I wouldn’t survive the next few days. I refused to die.

I had 11 hours of surgery where doctors rebuilt my kneecaps and reattached my severed ankles. They put plates, rods, and screws in my legs, ankles, and feet. A neurosurgeon was patching the hole in my forehead, and other surgeons were slicing out six inches of my intestines.

It is really hard to say, but I didn’t get to attend the funeral of my angels. They didn’t think I was going to make it. That still bothers me. While I was in a coma in Georgia, my very good friend, Barry Van Wagner, flew to Atlanta to escort the coffins on US Airways back to West Palm Beach. That must have been really hard for him. He has a heart of gold. I will always be grateful for what he did.

The funeral was held at St. Peters United Methodist Church, and more than 700 people packed the church to sing hymns and to also pray for me back in Albany. The Reverend Rainer Richter at the funeral said Kelley and the girls blessed everyone they knew. He also said that life brings things people have no control over, and urged people not to second guess themselves or be angry with God.

Barry later told me that when he arrived in Charlotte with the coffins to make the connection to West Palm Beach, he was greeted by half a dozen of my fellow comrades dressed in their dapper pilot uniforms and caps. The Chief Pilot organized the ceremonial off-loading and reloading onto the next airplane. Barry said that it was like a Military Honor Guard maneuver that moved him to tears. Barry was not only a very good friend of mine, but had also known Kelley since their childhood. It is moving and heart-warming to know that my friends were out there on the ramp in the early, cool night hours, blessing my girls with respect.

Over 700 family and friends attended the funeral. The procession to the cemetery was several hundred cars long. A local reporter, Paul Owers, saw the procession and thought a local distinguished politician had died because it was so long. He was amazed when he learned it was for two little girls and their mom. I think that says a lot about my wife and our girls.

EXCERPT FROM THE PALM BEACH POST


The line to see Kelley and the girls at the wake stretched outside Quattlebaum-Holleman-Burse Funeral Home down Olive Avenue in West Palm Beach. Some of Joe and Kelley’s friends said they had waited three hours. Others waited too but had to leave before making it inside.

It was a testament to the kind of person Kelley was. Classmates at Palm Beach Community College called her “Mom” even back then because she watched out for them. She was responsible, often making sure friends didn’t drive if they’d had too much to drink.

Many of Joe’s friends and pilots from all areas of the country flew in for the funeral and wore their dapper pilot uniforms in respect to their friendship. Joe also had many friends from the numerous activities and hobbies that he participated in.

After 11:00 pm, with the line still snaking around the block, the funeral directors politely asked Kelley’s parents if it was Ok to call it a night.

They said it was.

The sight of three white caskets, two of them just tiny boxes jolted the people who jammed St Peters United Methodist Church the next day.

The funeral was officiated by a Greek Orthodox priest, a Catholic priest and a Methodist Minister. Kelley’s family say it is fitting that Kelley, who saw both sides of any argument, could bring together three different religions under one roof. The Catholic priest, Father Julian Harris, softly explained that Kelley’s younger daughter, 18 month old Tara, would be least afraid of heaven because she had been there most recently. He went on to say that she and 4 year old Laura Lee would take mommy by the hand and lead her into heaven so she wouldn’t be frightened. Rev. Rainer Richter officiated as he was the pastor of the church with many moving words also.
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When the prayers were being said at the graveside, to the astonishment of many, a triple rainbow appeared in the sky. I know that sounds like a corny movie, but it really happened. I wish I had been there to see it. That must have really been something to see.

When I woke up from my coma, ten days after the accident, I was stiff and sore, and I felt the burns from where the shock paddles had been used to revive me several times. A nurse walked into the room and I asked her weakly, in my slow, slurred speech, “Nurse? Where are my wife and kids?” She turned and said quietly, “They are with God in Heaven.” I felt as if my blood had been injected with antifreeze.

No, no, no, no, no, no, that couldn’t possibly be true! She was surely mistaken. I was groggy, and I fell back to sleep. The very next morning—the worst morning of all mornings of my life—I got the news from my father and my sister Mary Anne. It was so hard for them to look me in the eye and tell me: the girls were all in Heaven just like the nurse had said. It was true, and it broke my heart into a million pieces. I had been blind, asleep, and never knew any of it. Everyone else knew but me. I was asleep and woke up to a nightmare. It was different though because you can wake up from a nightmare.

[image: image]

Ladies and gentlemen, we are now preparing the cabin for our landing in West Palm Beach, so please turn off all electronic devices…

“Joe, I really appreciate you sharing your story with me. But I feel like I didn’t get to hear the rest of it.” I said.

“Well, Shawn, it is quite a story, and it is sad to say it is all true. Every word. There is a lot of the story left to tell. The good news is that it has a happy ending.” He smiled. “Why don’t we set a time to call each other, and I can tell you the rest of the story.”

“I’d like that, Joe.” I shook his hand and held it a little longer than I maybe should have.

This is the incredibly true story of a man named Joe Townsend, a man I am proud to call friend. He is an amazing man of courage and grace. I would like to be half the man he is, and I am working on that.

I am a motivational speaker, but in this case, the tables have been turned. Joe’s story of adversity and challenges has motivated me deeply.

I believe there are some powerful lessons for all of us to learn in Joe’s story. I think that the story of The Soul Survivor will not only help us survive, but thrive in our own lives. It will help us soar and take off to new heights.

As Cavett Robert once said,


If we study the lives of great men and women carefully and unemotionally we find that, invariably, greatness was developed, tested and revealed through the darker periods of their lives. One of the largest tributaries of the river of greatness is always the stream of adversity.3



Let’s start the story in the beginning, which of course is where every story should start.

ENDNOTES

1. Michael Altshuler, quoted on Famous Quotes & Quotations; http://www.famous-quotes-and-quotations.com/michael_altshuler.html; accessed May 18, 2011.

2. John Gillespie Magee, Jr., “High Flight,” Arlington National Cemetery Website; http://www.arlingtoncemetery.net/highflig.htm; accessed May 18, 2011.

3. Cavett Robert, quoted on Thinkexist.com; http://thinkexist.com/quotation/if_we_study_the_lives_of_great_men_
and_women/296966.html; accessed May 18, 2011.
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