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On  September 9,  2016 I  f lew in the Col l ings 
Foundat ion beaut i fu l  B-17G, the NINE-O-NINE 
(named af ter  the last  three digi ts of  i t ’s  ta i l  number,  42-
31909).  We f lew from Dutchess County Airport  up the Hudson 
past Kingston (or was i t  Saugert ies???) and back. I t  was a 
once- in-a- l i fet ime, remarkable,  unforgettable exper ience. 
I  wrote about the exper ience in the Boat ing on the Hudson 
and Beyond 2016 Hol iday Issue, and in the May 2017 issue 
wrote “The NINE O NINE Revis i ted” explaining how the “real” 
B-17G, 44-83575, eventual ly became the Col l ing’s NINE-O-
NINE.  Ever s ince September 9,  2016 I ’ve smi led every t ime 
“9:09” pops up on a digi ta l  c lock,  anywhere. 

On October 2,  2019 John e-mai led me that the NINE-O-NINE 
had crashed, at  Bradley Internat ional  Airport  in Connect icut .  I 
was shocked, and stunned.

From what I ’ve read, take-off  had been delayed because one 
of  the engines (number four,  outboard on the r ight  wing???) 
wouldn’ t  start .  The plane eventual ly took off ,  and about two 
minutes into the f l ight—about eight mi les out—the pi lots 
reported a problem to the control  tower and requested an 
emergency landing. Again,  f rom what I ’ve read, there was 
no real  urgency in the exchanges between the pi lots and 
the tower,  but  eyewitnesses reported the plane “making loud 
noises” and f ly ing “real ly low”. 

News reports say the plane crashed 1,000 feet short  of  the 
runway, and then into the airport ’s de- icer storage tanks, and 
was then just  about total ly destroyed in an explosion. Only 
the vert ical  rudder and some of the lef t  wing are recognizable 
in photos. 

I  know a lot  about World War I I  a i rp lanes, and the B-17’s. 

From my readings, i t  was not uncommon 
for B-17’s to return f rom missions over 
France, and Germany, on three engines, 
and, I  th ink,  even on two engines. And, 
these very tough airplanes of ten landed, 
or,  crash landed, wi th minimal damage.

Here’s a theory—and this is just  my 
theory—if  a four-engine airplane loses 
an engine, i t  wi l l  be very di ff icul t—most 
l ikely impossible—for the remaining three 
engines to al low i t  to maintain a given 
al t i tude.  Most l ikely i t  wi l l  s lowly (or maybe 
not-so-slowly???) lose al t i tude: let ’s just 
say,  for  the sake of  round numbers,  about 
100 feet per mi le. 

A World War I I  bomber,  30,000 feet over 
France, could then—possibly—make i t 
300 mi les:  over,  and possibly across,  the 
Engl ish Channel.  The NINE-O-NINE was 
eight mi les f rom Bradley,  800 feet up. Do 
the math. . .  I t  d id make i t  back to airport 
property:  the de- icer tanks are part  of  the 
airport . 

To me, on that October 2019 day the 
veteran pi lots did everything they could 
to save this pr iceless airplane, but,  at 
some point ,  th ings became “ in the hands 
of  the gods”:  and, the gods let  us down.  
And, instead of  a bel ly landing where the 
plane could have been salvaged, wi th 
minimum loss of  l i fe,  i t  h i t  those tanks, and 
exploded. Plowing into them was just  p la in 
rot ten,  lousy bad luck.  Why???

From October 2,  2019, every t ime I  see 
“9:09” on a digi ta l  c lock,  i t  wi l l  be wi th 
unutterable sadness; every t ime.  
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