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1985 air crash rescue botched, ex-airman says

Had they not been ordered away, U.S. Marines
could have been helping survivors two hours
after JAL 123 crashed in mountains near
Tokyo.

Michael Antonucci served in the Air Force from
1982 to 1990. He is currently managing editor
of Inside California magazine in Sacramento,
Calif. Reprinted with permission from The
Sacramento Bee and Michael Antonucci.

BY MICHAEL ANTONUCCI
Special to Stripes

Ten years ago, on Aug. 12, 1985, Japan
Airlines Flight 123 crashed into the mountains
of central Honshu, resulting in the deaths
of 520 people. It was the worst loss of life
involving a single aircraft in the history of

aviation.

A controversy arose because of the delay in
getting to the wreckage by Japanese rescue
workers. The plane had been down for 12
hours before the first rescuers reached the
scene. In fact, had it not been for efforts to
avoid embarrassing Japanese authorities,
the first rescuers - a team of U.S. Marines —
could have been searching the wreckage less
than two hours after the crash. Four people
survived. Many more could have.

[ have a unique perspective of the aftermath
of that crash. At the time it occurred, I was
ordered not to speak about it. But on the 10th
anniversary of the disaster, I feel compelled to

tell what I saw and heard that evening as the
navigator on a U.S. Air Force C-130 inbound to

Yokota Air Base, 35 miles west of Tokyo.

I was a first lieutenant stationed at Yokota.
At about 6:30 p.m. on that Aug. 12, we were
approaching Oshima Island on a flight to
Yokota from Okinawa. When we first heard the
pilot of JAL 123 declare an emergency to air
traffic control, we took little notice of it. In a
C-130, you often declare an emergency, shut
down an engine and land uneventfully. But at
about 6:40, we heard the JAL pilot again. This
time his voice was very agitated, and he was
speaking to the controller in Japanese rather
than English, the international language of
aviation. This was a very unusual departure
from standard operating procedure by the
meticulous Tokyo controllers.

I discovered much later that JAL 123 had lost
most of its rear stabilizer and a portion of its
lower rudder. The aircraft was uncontrollable,
the pilot, Capt. Masami Takahama, was
attempting to steer and change altitude by
throttle adjustments alone. JAL 123 had also
experienced a rapid decompression - an
emergency requiring an immediate descent.
JAL 123 was in a no-win situation.

We switched frequencies to Yokota Approach
Control and were advised to enter a holding
pattern at Okura. While in the pattern,
we heard Yokota Approach clear JAL 123
for landing at the base. At this point, we
really began to pay attention. The in-flight
emergency was so bad the airliner could not
reach the destination. The pilot wanted to land
at a U.S. military base - an extraordinary event.

Crash: Japanese took 12 hours to reach site

We heard Yokota Approach try to contact
JAL123 with no success. They cleared us for
an approach, but just after 7 p.m. advised us
that radar contact with JAl 123 had been lost
and asked if we could begin a search. We had
enough fuel for another two hours of flying
time. We headed north.

The tower did not have a good idea of where
JAl 123 was last seen. We started out heading
north-northwest as the sun was setting on that
long summer day. At 7:15, the flight engineer
spotted what looked like smoke under a cloud
base at about 10,000 feet. We made a slow
left turn and headed for it. The area around
Mount Osutaka was very rugged. We received
clearance to descend to roughly 2,000 feet
above the terrain. It was starting to get dark
when we spotted the wreckage. On the side of
a ridge was a huge forest fire with a plume of
dark smoke rising and obscuring the sky. The
time was 7:20 p.m.

John Griffin, our aircraft commander,
established himself in a holding pattern 2,000
feet above the wreckage. I monitored our
terrain clearance and fixed our position in
reference to Yokota. I passed both latitude
and longitude coordinates and a bearing and
distance from Yokota to the site. Roughly 20
minutes after the crash, authorities had the

location of the wreckage.

Yokota Approach told us that a Marine rescue
team was preparing to launch from Atsugi
Naval Air Station, about 40 miles from our
position. They would be there in an hour.

“Tell them to hurry,” said our co-pilot,
Gary Bray, “but I doubt if there will be any
survivors.” The controller replied, “Roger, no
sign of survivors.” When Gary got off the radio
he said to me; ‘T shouldn’t have said that. We
can't tell from here.”

We continued to fly an oval pattern until about
8:30 p.m. We were then informed that the
Marine helicopter was on its way and wanted
directions. I passed a general heading to them
and configured my radar from ground to air.
By 8:50 p.m. we had the helicopter’s lights in
sight. They were going down to look.

At 9:05 p.m. the Marines radioed that the
smoke and flames were too dense to attempt
a landing. They were willing to move off a bit
and have two crewmen rappel to the ground.
They asked us to contact command post. While
Bray spoke with the Marines, I radioed the
command post.

“You are to return to base immediately,” the
duty officer said, “The Japanese are on the
way.” “The Marines want to go in, command
post,” I told him. “Repeat, you are to return to
base immediately, and so are the Marines,” he
ordered. “Roger, return to base,” I replied.

Bray reluctantly passed the news to the
Marines, who acknowledged and began to
climb away. At 9:20 p.m., two hours after our
arrival, the first Japanese aircraft arrived on
the scene. Approach Control confirmed for us
that it was a Japanese rescue plane. With the
Japanese on the scene, we felt safe leaving.
Besides, we had just about used up our fuel.

We turned back to Yokota and landed with



the message that we were to report to the
command post immediately. Waiting for us was
the deputy commander of the 816th Tactical
Airlift Group, Col. Joel Sills. After Griffin gave
him a short recap of our actions, Sills said; “You
guys did a fine job. You are not to talk to the
media about any of this.”

We headed over to the squadron building to
check in, our last stop after a stressful 17-hour
crew day. It was only then that we discovered
from Japanese television that JAL 123 was a
modified high-capacity passenger plane with
more than 500 people aboard. The enormity
of what had happened struck us then and it
got very quiet. The silence was broken when
the scheduler told us that we were to leave
the next afternoon on a week-long mission to
Okinawa. The crew was left intact, which was

unusual.

Watching the news and reading the papers the
next day baffled us a bit. The news was filled
with reports about how the Japanese had had
difficulty finding the site and in fact had yet to
reach the wreckage. | immediately went to my
chart to check my work. I was confident that I
had given the right location. I had vectored the
Marine helicopter to the spot. And we left the
Japanese aircraft circling over the area. How
could they have trouble finding the wreckage?

Two weeks after the crash, while in Bangkok,
Thailand, I bought copies of Time and
Newsweek with pictures of the crash on the
cover. It was the first time I had read there
were four survivors. I was horrified to read
the account of Yumi Ochiai, one of the four.
She described being conscious after the
crash. Pinned down by wreckage, she saw a

helicopter and waved. There was no immediate
response. “Gradually, I slept,” she said. “I heard

men talking, and it was morning.”

Ochiai also told a nurse that she had heard
several children’s voices that gradually faded
away during the night. I was frustrated and
furious to think that had the Marines been
allowed to rappel in, they might have saved
a few more lives. The Marine helicopter had
been close enough for Yumi Ochiai to see it.

According to Newsweek, Japanese authorities
claimed that orders to begin a search did not
arrive until 9:30 p.m., more than two hours
after we had already spotted it. The first
Japanese helicopter did not overfly the area
until 4:40 the next morning. At 7:45 a.m., the
Japanese decided that it would be a good idea
to rappel a police ranger from a helicopter
to the ground - almost 11 hours after the
Marines had been denied permission to do so.

As for the US. role in this tragedy, neither Time
nor Newsweek mentioned our C-130 or the
Marines - but reporters accepted the version
passed to them by Japanese authorities.
Newsweek reported that a Japanese F-4 fighter
plane spotted a fire in the mountains at 7:21 in
the evening. A reasonable story - except that
the Japanese had no F-4s and there were no
American F-4s in Japan that day.

Time reported that two planes dispatched by
Japan’s Air Self-Defense Force spotted the
flames. This directly contradicted the military’
s previous statement that they were not told to
search until 9:30 p.m.

What was going on during the night and well

into the morning? The Japanese rescuers were
“setting up a base” in the village of Uenomura,
42 miles from the crash site, I was later told
by someone familiar with Japanese emergency
management that they were upset that not
one, but two American aircraft had made it to
the scene two hours before theirs.

“A Japanese crew could never have decided on
the spur of the moment to go search the way
you did,” this person said. " And the rescue
effort had to be organised according to the
book, You and the Marines just went.”

By the time I got back to Japan, the story
had died down. My crew did receive some
recognition - but not what we expected. We
were told we were under investigation by the
Air Force Office of Special Investigation for
selling photos of the wreckage to Japanese
newspapers. The investigation, of course, was
short-lived because no one on board had any
film to sell, nor would there have been enough
light to take pictures. Besides, the news media
reports were evidence that no one knew we
had been there.

In March 1987, after I had transferred
from Yokota and was a captain giving
navigation instruction at Mather Air Force
Base in Sacramento, I received the Air
Force Commendation Medal. The citation
accompanying the award read in part; “Captain
Antonucci and crew were diverted to search
for a downed Japan Airlines flight, the worst
Japanese aviation disaster in history. He
quickly established a search plan, found the
crash site and vectored rescuers to the scene.”

I was glad to have the Air Force acknowledge

what we had done, but the commendation
brought me no joy. I wanted to add, “No

additional lives were saved.”

The crash of JAL 123 was in reality two
tragedies. The first was the deaths of those
killed on impact. The second was described by
doctors who helped retrieve the bodies. They
found some whose injuries might not have
been fatal had help come more quickly.

The words of one physician chilled me to the
bone. “If the discovery had come 10 hours
earlier,” he said, “we could have found more

survivors.”

( Antonucci was assigned to the 345th Tactical
Airlift Squadron at Yokota Air Base when JAL
123 crashed. In a telephone interview last
week with Pacific Stars and Stripes, he said
he had been told after the crash to refer all
questions about it to public affairs officers.
“Nobody ever told us why we couldn’t talk
about it,” he said. The C-130 was carrying two
extra hours of fuel because a Kadena Air Base
ground crew had initially loaded too much,
and with a typhoon evacuation in progress, the
flight crew chose to depart rather than unload
the excess fuel, Antonucci said. Antonucci said
he has not kept in touch with his former flight
crew. The Sacramento Bee said a Pentagon
spokesman for the Air Force declined to
confirm or deny Antonucci’s report, and the
Bee said the Japanese Embassy in Washington
did not respond to its requests for comment. )
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