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“Faulkner and the Crash of the Italian Airliner, December 18, 1954"

“to be tough and to endure until the flash, crash, whatever it will be, when he will no longer be anything and none of it will matter anymore, even the fact that he was tough and, until then, did endure.”
—Faulkner, A Fable
why tire yourself when everything runs without human intervention
—Virilio, Ground Zero
These were the headlines Faulkner read in the New York Times on December 19, 1954:

26 Killed in Crash of Rome Airliner in Bay at Idlewild

8 Bodies Recovered as Only 6 of 32 Aboard Survive Fall and Then Fire

2 Children Among Lost

Plane Hits Pier After Rain Prevents Landing–Pilot Approached 4 Times
After a transatlantic flight the plane, “a comparatively new DC-6-B, a four-engine, sixty-passenger Douglas with a cruising speed of more than 300 miles an hour,” piloted by “Guglielmo Algorotti, a 52-year-old veteran flier,” was attempting to land in the rain.  Since the ceiling was low and the visibility poor, the pilot “came in over Idlewild using his IL.S–that is, automatic instrument landing system.  His course was also monitored by G.C.A–the ground control approach operated by field observers in the ground control tower.  They watched his course by radar and kept in contact with him by radio telephone, giving a double check on his course.  The plane’s four approaches were made during two hours and eleven minutes after it arrived over Idlewild. . . .  The pilot missed three approaches trying to land in the rain.  He then made his fourth attempt, approaching from southwest to northeast.  He apparently fell short of the runway and came down over a 2,000-foot-long- pier that juts into Jamaica Bay at the west end of the airport.  The pier carries a string of beacon lights to guide pilots.  As the plane came down it sheared off two of these lights in rapid succession, and then plunged into the pier several hundred feet from land. . . .  The plane sank through the pier into the shallow, marshy water of the bay, and both plane and pier burst into flames.”

My paper examines Faulkner’s response to this incident in his letter to the New York Times published on December 22, 1954.   In Faulkner’s reading the crash marks the definitive end of an aviation era he knew first-hand (first as a fantasy pilot, then as a real one):  what he calls, in the letter, the era of flying by “instinct–the seat of his pants, call it what you will.”  Faulkner proceeds from “the idea (postulate, if you like) that the instrument or instruments--altimeter-cum-drift-indicator--failed or had failed, was already out of order or incorrect before the moment when the pilot committed irrevocably the aircraft to it.”  (The crash is thus also to be understood as an “original accident” in Paul Virilio’s terms:  the pilot’s third approach was safe, but guided solely at that point by onboard instruments and radio commands, he abandoned the glide-path nonetheless).  Whence  this “global suicidal state—a loss of the instinct of self-preservation” (Virilio)?   Whence this propensity to disregard one’s own knowledge “that something was wrong” (Faulkner)?  “[H]is seniority as a four-engine over-water captain probably told him what the trouble was.  But he dared not accept that knowledge . . .” (Faulkner).  I will examine Faulkner’s remarks here in relation to some crashes, and scenes of paralytic “anxiety-flying,” which he knew well and had already imagined countless times in his aviation fiction as it extends from “Landing in Luck” (1919), through the WWI stories and Pylon (1935), to A Fable (1954).

