Pilot may have tried to return to airport
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JACKSON HOLE, Wyoming (CNN) -- The pilot of a presidential cargo plane flying to President Clinton's birthday party may have been trying to return to the airport when the C-130 slammed into a mountain minutes after takeoff, killing all nine people on board.





Air Force accident evaluation specialists flew to Wyoming Sunday to investigate the remote crash site, which was located at about 11,000 feet just South of Yellowstone National Park.





Authorities hoped to recover the voice cockpit recorder and flight data recorder from the scene, among other things.  


One Secret Service employee and at least eight crew members were aboard the C-130 when it crashed Saturday at 10:48 a.m. MDT (12:48 a.m. EDT) near Sheep Mountain, also known as Sleeping Indian Mountain. President Clinton had been vacationing in the area and left some five hours before.  "There are no signs of survivors and by the nature of the wreckage none was expected," said U.S. Forest Service spokesman Dan Ellison. But rescuers "haven't given up hope."





The plane was en route from Jackson Hole to John F. Kennedy International Airport in New York, where Clinton traveled from Washington Sunday to celebrate his 50th birthday, which falls Monday.





Clinton returned to the White House early Sunday after a nine-day vacation in Wyoming.





"I was told that they thought the pilot had turned around to come back to the airport," President Clinton said Sunday of his initial overnight briefing. He offered his and the First Lady's condolences to the victims' families.





 "This is especially painful to us because they worked for me," Clinton said. "They did an invaluable service, and I'm very, very sad about it." 





A group of 28 emergency workers traveled overnight by foot and horseback to reach the scene before dawn. They searched for possible survivors and worked to stabilize and secure the scene. Plane debris was still burning when they arrived, but even though the area has been very dry, authorities were not concerned about a forest fire because the crash scene was above the timberline.





The crash site is in the Bridger-Teton National Forest, a part of the Gros Ventre Wilderness.





 The plane went down in a designated wilderness area, and crews worked to establish good landing zones for helicopters on the mountainside. The nearest road is more than two miles away, said Scott Fitzwilliams of the U.S. Forest Service.





The Jackson Hole airport is over 6,000 feet above sea level, making take-offs more difficult because of the thinner air. The airport is a small facility and has no control tower.





Pilots have been critical of the short runway and the close proximity of the mountain ranges to the airport, but Park spokeswoman Linda Olsen downplayed those factors in this crash.





The C-130 Hercules, designed for combat airlift missions with quick departures from short runways, should have had no problem at that altitude, U.S. Air Force Captain Todd Vician said.





The plane's fuel tanks which can hold some 9,200 gallons, were onlyhalf full, according to Don Holloway, operations director of Jackson Hole Aviation. "So, weight was not a factor," he said. "They did everything by the book."  





The four-engine turbo prop was carrying one vehicle and luggage, all related to the president's vacation in Wyoming, said Holloway.





The plane, considered a workhorse of the Air Force's transport fleet, was built in 1974 by Lockheed Martin. The crew was from Dyess Air Force Base in Abilene, Texas, a base spokesman said.





