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Eleven months after Indian Airlines flight IC 814 was hijacked Philip

Baum visited them in New Delhi and Hyderabad to hear their tale.

Hijacks are rare. Terrorist hijackings rarer
still. Indeed the latter phenomena seemed
to go out of vogue in the last decade of
the 20th Century. The vast majority of acts
of aerial piracy were perpetrated by asylum
seekers, criminals and psychologically dis-
turbed individuals and ended without loss
of life and within hours rather than days.
There were, of course, notable exceptions,
including the Air France hijack from Algiers
to Marseille on Christmas Eve 1995.
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Recent criminal acts against aviation
seem to indicate that the industry could
once again be becoming the arena for
international terrorism. Nowhere was that
more apparent than aboard Indian Airlines
flight IC 814 when it was hijacked shortly
after its departure from Kathmandu, Nepal
in 1999. The date was, once again,
Christmas Eve. The incident was to end on
the eve of the new millennium in
Qandahar, Afghanistan.
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Naturally there are many lessons one
can learn from such an incident, most of

which are related to airport-based preven-
tative measures. Yet if we accept, and I
urge you to, the maxim that there is no
such thing as 100% security, then we also
need to learn how best to handle such
incidents when they do occur.

Many American and European crew
members and security personnel will have
seen the excellent FAA video interview
with Captain John Testrake and flight purs-
er ULli Derrickson, in which they tell of the
dramatic events aboard TWA flight 847 in
1985. Yet, with airline SEP instructors
ever-searching for new training material in
respect of security, it seemed that we
could benefit from the experience of the
Indian Airlines crew members.

Thanks to the cooperation of Indian
Airlines, and especially the Director of
Security, Mr. Himmat Singh, I was able to
meet with the crew in New Delhi and
Hyderabad last November, some eleven
months after the incident. We were able to
video the interviews in order to have a per-
manent record that could enhance security ab
initio and recurrent training for other aircrew
around the world.



Perhaps the most
significant fact was that
despite the violence
they had witnessed and
the mental torture they
had endured, the entire
crew of IC 814 still
work, and fly, for Indian
Airlines. Indeed the
Hyderabad-based cabin
crew regularly fly
together as a team, and
have even been back to
Kathmandu.

Two crew members,
Captain Sharan and
flight engineer Anil
Jaggia, have written
books about their expe-
rience, yet hearing their
explanations of the ter-
ror invoked in their
cockpit was a far more
moving experience.

In many respects I suppose that I was
looking for the traditional stages of a
hijack in their tale. As is often the case the
reality of the situation was not as black
and white as hijack theory might dictate.
Despite this, one could clearly identify an

Intimidation Phase in which the hijackers
maintained control through violence and
threats. And, it seemed that, once the air-
craft had reached Qandahar, the hijackers
then felt relatively secure and the
Custodial Phase was able to commence
where the threat to the hostages was
reduced. However, once the hijackers felt
that they had lost, there was a return to
the Intimidation Phase - all the passen-
gers and crew were given 30 minutes in
which “to make peace with their gods” and
prepare for execution. They were told that
if one was killed, they would all be killed.

The cabin crew admitted that it was at
this time, a week after the incident had
begun, that they physically broke down.
They had witnessed one passenger being
killed and three others being stabbed. They
had endured the stench of overflowing
toilets with urine running down the aisles.
They had suffered the humiliation of losing
control of their flight to five terrorists. But
the reality of going to their deaths without
an opportunity to say goodhye to their
loved ones back home was too much to
cope with. All felt the same, except for one
flight attendant, Kalpana, who maintained
that she always had hope and believed that
she would return home.

Captain Sharan

And return home they all did. Late in
the afternoon of 31st December 1999, the
terrorists greeted three of their comrades
who had been freed from Indian gaols, and
flown to Qandahar, and, in return, they
released the passengers and crew on board
IC 814. They were to be back in Delhi to
see in the new millennium.

Some of the crew, including Captain
Sharan, despite eight days of captivity,
were flying again within 5 days of their
release. But for all, when asked how they
felt at the moment of being granted their
freedom, it felt, in the words of flight
attendant Sapna “like a new life”, €)
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