Ooh that smell
Can't you smell that smell
Ooh that smell
The smell of death surrounds you
Lynyrd Skynyrd - 1977
John Roche
On September 8, 1994 I was running some errands after getting home from work, I stopped at Ruby’s Cleaners in the Pittsburgh suburb of Monroeville to pick up some dry cleaning. I then proceeded to China Palace down the road to get Chinese food. As I was leaving the restaurant with my haul, I received a phone call from the 911th Airlift Wing. A plane had gone down in the western suburb of Hopewell Township. My Security Police squadron was being activated to assist the Pennsylvania State Police at the crash scene.
I raced home and changed into my fatigues for what was going to be a long night out.  The Parkway West to the airport was shut down. I slid up the berm past the bumper-to-bumper traffic and informed the officer at the roadblock, I was with Air Force Rescue.  I was given entrance to the empty road. I must admit that my adrenalin was flowing as I flew out the parkway doing 90 mph, while slurping down my hot-n-sour soup. I arrived at the base where phone calls were being made to get volunteers for the night’s work. In less than an hour there were 25 volunteers. We arrived at the site of USAirways Flight 427 shortly after 9 PM. 
As we arrived, the first thing that I noticed was the smell of the burning Jet-A aviation fuel mixed with the burnt flesh of 132 souls. It’s a pungent smell that can’t be described. But I would recognize it in a heartbeat. Since I previously worked many aircraft accidents during my career, it was not an unfamiliar odor. 
The troops were given their assignments. Our airmen made eleven arrests that night for looting. I’ve always been amazed that looters gravitate to plane crashes. I witnessed this as a boy in Brooklyn when aircraft went down. There are opportunists for every occasion
As I wandered around the crash-site, I made observations that shock me to this day. Since the 737 went into the ground at a ninety-degree angle, it just exploded. The largest piece of fuselage was only about ten feet long. The largest body part was a rib that splashed into a tree. It was only about eighteen inches long.
For those of you who have read my stories before, you know that I deal with serious situations with humour and/or sarcasm. That’s how I was able to deal with certain circumstances. There are a few things that come to mind on that night:

1. We set up a headquarters north of the crash site. There was a path that went out to the scene. The path split at a point about 200 feet from our command post. There was a forearm with a hand right at the fork.  As other responders came out during the evening, we would direct them by telling them to go left or right at “THING,” a reference to the hand in The Adams Family.
2. At about Two AM the Salvation Army arrived. God Bless them. They are a wonderful charity. But they were serving hot dogs. With all of the body parts at the scene, hot dogs just seemed inappropriate. 
3. At day break, I witnessed a picture that will stay in my mind until I die. Body parts were planted on the trees. The parts almost looked painted into the woods.
4. We were relieved around noon the next day. We went back to the base where there was a bleach wash waiting for the group. The squad also received gamma globulin shots as hepatitis was a concern after the previous fifteen hours. 
The bleach may have removed the hepatitis threat, but “OOH THAT SMELL.”
