Drama in Real Life,

The free-falling sky diver slammed into a
fellow jumper at 9000 feet and was
knocked unconscious. Limp as a rag

doll, parachute unopened, she

plummeted toward earth. Only a
o , mm -ould save her
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N A BEAUTIFUL Goob Fripay
morning, last April 17, a
Twin Beech jump plane, its

sardinc-can interior stripped of

scats, droned toward Coolidge,

Ariz. Aboard, Debbic Williams, 31,

and half a dozen friends talked of

the upcoming Easter weckend

“boogic"—sky divers’ lingo for a

parachute convention, with 420

divers from all over the nation.

Skydive Arizona, the drop zone
at Coolidge Municipal Airport,
some 50 miles southeast of Phoenix,
is the nation’s second-largest jump
spot, renowned for its c[fcar skies
and 200 square miles of obstacle-
free desert.

At the Beech's controls was its

”

owner, Bill Rothe, 36, Deb-

bie’s fiancé and veteran of some
300 jumps. Receiving the all-clear,
Bill throttled back while Debbie,
her jump buddy Alex Rodriguez
and four others launched them-
sclves into thin air.

Six-Way Circle. Arching their
backs, arms spread, legs bent up at
the knees, the divers turned and
swooped like cagles as the air
roared by their ears at 120 miles per
hour. To Debbie, a fifth-grade
teacher, “flying her body"—the ex-
hilarating sensation of free fall—
was the closest thing humanly
possible to pure flight.

At 2500 feet the divers pulled
their rip cords, and colorful chutes
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1987 RESCUE IN MIDAIR!

Alex were about to do another six-

way jump with Guy Fitzwater and

the other Californians. Gregory

was confident in Guy's skills, but

his instructor’s instinct told him to
close tabs on Debbie.

k
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was to dive from a DC-A, a four-

engine prop

regory.
As the plane strained skyward,
Gregory suggested to the pilot that
they compensate for the delay by
g d)co}'umpcnanextn(z-ou-
altitude—six more sec-
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as vertical distance. In her red hel-
met, white T-shirt and jeans, she
was casy to spot. The other divers
wore full jump suits, but Debbic
compensated for her light weight
by wearing clothing that offered
less wind resistance.

Not bad, Gregory thought as he
watched Debbie from above. May-
be my hunch was wrong.

Out of Control. When the first
four had jumped from the plane,
Guy Fitzwater had been caught in
the wash from the DC-4's prop and
yanked from his friends, leaving
a three-man base. He went into
a tracking dive to catch up, but
overshot.

Meanwhile, Debbie circled the
stabilized formation. She doesn't
have the skills to move straight
in and link up, Gregory realized.
Her directional control is off.

At about 10,000 feet, Alex closed
in and docked with the formation.
But he was moving too fast and he
“funncled” the group, turning the
stable horizontal circle of divers
into a precarious vertical wheel.
When that happens, the formation
streaks downward at 165 m.p.h.
until it can stabilize.

Guy was stranded 500 feet above
the out-of-control circle, with Deb-
bie about 20 feet above him. Above
them all was Gregory. It was a

situation—two groups of
sky divers stacked verticaﬁ;. lFlhc
lower group opened their para-
chutes and q)cbbae and Guy bar-
reled into and collapsed the chutes,
they all might “bounce™—a para-
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chutist
's cuphemism for a fatal fall.  direction. When she crossed under
. Gregory dived toward Debbie, him, some 70 feet below and travel-
:ﬁquupm&tuﬂ ﬂuMleh”M
her away from dan-  her face was covered with blood.
- But as he started his move, both  Looking quickly around to assess
ﬂdmrndﬁnn the situation, he saw Guy snap back
catch up with the below. To to and check his altimeter
accelerate, Debbie went into a cork- }twuohqom“m_
screw—a fast dive that turned her  lieved. There was no way he could
f:d!m%md_mwed save both of them.
Mu beyond his. They're ~ Noting Debbie’s position, Greg-
l'?.; realized. aymﬁuna&uao—m{.l:.o'al
A watched in Deb- into a 18o-m.p.h. “noldift” dive.
bie’s face and chest smacked into  Facing straight down, toes
R L e The sight skdi of armn s b o e Lo e
h‘mwwmw his chest, he concentrated on diving
his left side and leg, knocking him  as fast as he could.
was devgmn:g..m hours, he raised his head to get his
Guided Missile. At the instant of  speed. ! wzaodenn:
impact, Guy Fitzwater couldn't  away from him, though not as fast
what had hit him. Then he  as before. He made a mental pic-
b h'ﬂz:ﬂﬂ!-lpu- mdwb«ednmﬁmm:m
ning away. Please, he prayed, back into his no-lift dive. Scream-
waich ous for her. ing carthward, making fine-tuned
Guy's leg and rib cage were in mwﬁmh
agonizing pain. Knowing he had to  streaked toward Debbic like a
down quickly for medical help, missile. His peripheral vi-
h""““‘mﬂﬂ—i@q sion told him that the horizon was
he orange-roofed hangar below in mnggupnvfﬂly fast and he
sight—then pulled his rip cord at  knew he had just seconds to pull off
3500 feet. Fighting for a soft land-  a he could pull it off.
&?mw*miﬂ Much like Superman without a
ore. touchdown, then crumpled - cape, he pulled to within ¢ fout of
oa his left kace, its ligaments tom  the unconscious Debbie. She was
by the coltsion. Ascther jmpss . il spinaing 48 er-bick, bt be
up to him. “How's Debbie?” noticed her right arm :
” ] )
Tz covuision knocked Debbie un- u - "“’i::t
m ter, the s coming up fast. I've
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to pull it for her. He grabbed
gbbie's reserve cord, yanked it,
then quickly moved away.“There's
E:u chance!™ he as Deb-
ic's white reserve chute billowed

open.

At 2000 feet, a mere 12 seconds
from impact, G opened his
ownmail:’;:hl;tc. Thadd}andthe
young rom Texas for 7000
feet—straight down. The entire ac-
tion had taken 25 seconds.

Tough Little Texan. Debbic was
still unconscious and limp in the
harness. If she landed the wrong
way, her neck could break. Mir-
aculously, she drifted toward the
d zone, her chute tracked in-
to the wind and she touched down
in the drop zone lightly, the cano-

falling softly over her inert

y.

Gregory was down as well. He
bunched up his chute and sprinted
toward i wholaycf:ﬂnm
on a not ten
a uﬂ“ “r::w-y and less than
100 feet dich!:nbza: Medics
to Scottsdale Memorial Eul.
Her multiple injuries incl a
hairline fracture of the base of her

bone, eight broken ribs, a bruised
right lung, a lacerated liver and a
bruised kidney. After a 1%-hour
operation to repair her liver, she
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was put in the intensive-care unit,
where her condition remained crit-
ical for nine days.

On April 21, Guy Fitzwater, his
leg in a cast, hobbled into Debbie’s
hospital room on crutches. “We've
fuwmebumpinginuud:od:r
ike that,” he qui Debhev:’:
unable to spea Guy saw
:E.ri.le'mher and knew that

“tough little Texan,” as he
called her, was going to pull through.
(She is now recovered.)

When news of Gregory Robert-

son’s astonishing feat got out, the
dubbed him " and
his airborne rescue “the

Robertson says, “I don't
want to be a hero. [ just wanttobe a
sky diver.” This attitude is reflected
in the terse entry scrawled in his
Pulled — th‘tnf ip cord. :
unconscious girl'’s
both lived. 4
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with cockleburs in the cuffs of his pants, don't ask him what his score

—Quated in The Christion Sciemce Momisor
toy



