
since the control tower was closed at the
early hour, “Tallahassee, FedEx four-
teen-seventy-eight, uh, extended, uh,
left base leg for Runway Nine.” The FO
called for flaps and at 5:32:34 said, “I
hope I’m lookin’ in the right spot here.”
The captain responded, “See that group
of bright lights kinda to the south down
there and you see the beacon in the
middle of it? Right over there. You’re
kinda on about a ten-mile left base or
so….” The FO said that he’d been look-
ing at the wrong flashing light and had
mistaken it for the airport beacon.

Into the abyss
At this point there was some further
discussion about the pilot-controlled
lighting; the aircraft microphone was
keyed five times to activate the lights at
5:34:26, and at 5:34:35 the captain said,
”There we go.” The FO called for addi-
tional flaps and landing gear, and at
5:35:42, the captain advised on the
CTAF that Flight 1478 was turning onto
final for Runway 9. The crew then ran
the final before-landing checklist.

At 5:36:20 the ground proximity
warning system (GPWS) announced
that the airplane passed through 1,000
feet agl. At 5:36:37, the 727 was transi-
tioning from an angled base-to-final
leg to line up with the runway about 2.5
nautical miles from the airport.

The role of the runway visual guid-
ance system (precision approach path
indicator [PAPI]) was about to become
critical. The approach into Runway 9 at

The FO continued, “Runway’s 8,000
[feet long], plan on rollin’ out to the
end, got a PAPI on the left-hand side,
pilot-controlled lighting, so if you can
click it seven times, I’d appreciate it.”
So far, every thing was exactly as it
should have been with the crew config-
uring themselves and the Boeing for
the approach.

But then, the FO asked the captain,
“You wanna land on [Runway] Nine if
we see it?  We got a PAPI on Nine, too.”
The captain responded, “Yeah, maybe
be a longer taxi for us, but way we’re
comin’ in…. probably [Runway] Two-
Seven be about as easy as any of ’em.”
The FO agreed, and the crew began the
in-range check to configure the aircraft. 

After several frequency changes, the
Jacksonville Center controller advised
the crew to expect a visual approach
and to report the airport in sight. The
captain then seemingly changed his
mind and said to the FO, “Runway
Nine, PAPI on the left side. I don’t
know…. You wanna try for Nine?”

The FO responded, “We’re pointed
in the right direction. I don’t know, like
you said, kinda a long taxi back.” The
captain said, “Yeah, that’d be all right.”
The FO continued, “I always thought
you were supposed to land with the
prevailing wind at an uncontrolled….”
And the captain responded, “Well, at
five knots, it’s really the only advantage
you have. Landing to the west you have
the glideslope, which you don’t have to
the east.” 

The flight engineer asked the cap-
tain and FO whether they were ready to
perform the approach checklist. At 5:28
a.m. the FO asked, “We ever decide if
we’re goin’ [Runway] Nine or Two-
Seven?” The captain responded, “Yeah,
we can do Nine if you want to.”  The FO
replied, “Okay, Runway Nine, visual,
Runway Nine PAPI on the left side.”

At 5:30 a.m., the captain advised the
controller that they had the airport in
sight, and the Boeing was cleared for
the visual approach for Runway 9. The
captain announced on the common
traffic advisory frequency (CTAF),

Tallahassee is over an unlit forest and is
described as a “black hole” approach.
There is no good visual reference from
the surrounding lights, terrain, or elec-
tronic vertical guidance from an instru-
ment landing system (ILS) or global
positioning system (GPS). The pilot
was totally dependent on the PAPI to
maintain a safe glide path.

The NTSB’s performance study indi-
cated that the PAPI would have dis-
played one white light and three red
lights when viewed from the cockpit as
the Boeing turned onto final approach.
This means the aircraft was somewhat
below the desired path and needed to
climb or at least stop descent. At
5:36:40, the PAPI display would have
shown four red lights, indicating that
the aircraft was well below the safe ver-
tical path. ( The illustration below
shows the airplane’s descent profile in
relation to the PAPI light indications,
the runway, and treetops.) The aircraft
at this point was less than 800 feet agl
and about 2.8 nm from the runway. It
never intercepted the proper glide path
but stayed in the danger zone for the
rest of the approach. 

The power on the three engines mo-
mentarily increased from about 1.05 to
1.24 engine pressure ratio (EPR) and
then decreased to 1.17 EPR. At 5:36:43,
as the airplane approached 500 feet,
the captain offered to set the flaps to 30
degrees, and the FO responded,
“Please.” At 5:36:47 the GPWS an-
nounced that the airplane was passing
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The orange line shows the flight path of
the Federal Express Boeing 727 as it
attempted to land on Runway 9 at
Tallahassee Regional Airport in Florida.
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