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 HistorIQly Jr.

 D.B. Cooper

 The Man Who Hijacked a Plane, Took the Money, and Jumped Into the Night

 
 A history mystery for young detectives ages 8–12

 
 HistorIQly Jr.

 


"He seemed rather nice. He was thoughtful and calm."

 — Tina Mucklow, flight attendant, Flight 305, November 24, 1971



Chapter 1
 The Man in Seat 18C

 What happened on a routine flight the day before Thanksgiving — and why did no one see it coming?

 [image: A man in a dark suit sits near the back of a 1970s airplane, a flight attendant reading his note with alarm]Flight 305 had 36 passengers aboard when it left Portland. Did any of them notice anything unusual about the man in seat 18C?It was the day before Thanksgiving. November 24, 1971. Portland International Airport buzzed with the usual holiday crowds — families with suitcases, businessmen in a hurry, people heading home.


At the ticket counter, a man paid $20 in cash for a one-way ticket to Seattle. He gave his name as Dan Cooper. The clerk didn't ask for identification. This was 1971. You could board an aeroplane almost as easily as catching a bus.


He walked through the gate and down the jetway onto Northwest Orient Airlines Flight 305. He found his seat: 18C, an aisle seat near the back of the plane. He settled in, ordered a bourbon and soda from the flight attendant, and looked out of the rain-streaked window.


He was middle-aged. Dark hair. A plain black business suit. A small black clip-on tie. Dark glasses that he never took off. He might have been a salesman, an accountant, a manager flying home for the holiday weekend.


He looked completely ordinary.



 [image: A man in a dark suit sits alone near the back of a 1970s airplane cabin, a flight attendant nearby looking alarmed as she reads a note]
 Flight 305 had 36 passengers aboard when it left Portland. Did any of them notice anything unusual about the man in seat 18C?



 Case File Extra

 The name "D.B. Cooper" is actually a mistake. The hijacker gave his name as Dan Cooper — but a journalist in Portland misreported it as "D.B. Cooper" that evening. The error was repeated everywhere. So the world's most famous hijacker has been known for over fifty years by a name that was never his.




The plane lifted off at 2:50 in the afternoon and climbed into the grey Oregon clouds. Portland to Seattle was barely forty minutes of flying — barely enough time to finish a drink.


About twenty minutes into the flight, the man in seat 18C caught the eye of a flight attendant named Florence Schaffner and held out a folded piece of paper.


Florence was used to this. Passengers passed her notes sometimes — phone numbers on cocktail napkins, hopeful little smiles. She took the paper, assumed it was nothing, slipped it into her apron pocket, and went back to work.


The man leaned forward.


"Miss," he said, quietly enough that the passengers nearby couldn't hear him. "You'd better look at that note. I have a bomb."


Florence unfolded the paper.


She read it.


The note said exactly what the man had said aloud. He had an explosive device. He wanted $200,000 in cash. He wanted four parachutes. If he didn't get what he asked for, he would detonate the bomb — with everyone on the plane.


Florence kept her expression as calm as she could manage. But she needed to see the bomb herself.


"Can I see it?" she asked.


He tilted the briefcase open just enough. She saw red cylinders taped together. Wires. A battery. It could have been a prop. It could have been real. There was no way to tell without taking it apart — and she was not about to find out the hard way.


Florence walked to the front of the plane and knocked on the cockpit door.


Behind her, thirty-six passengers continued reading their newspapers and looking out at the clouds, completely unaware of what was happening eight rows back.


The man in seat 18C took a sip of his drink and waited.


He was about to pull off the most extraordinary crime in American aviation history.


And then vanish so completely that more than fifty years later, nobody in the world knows who he really was.

 

Chapter 2
 The Age of the Skyjacker

 Was hijacking a plane really as easy as it sounds in 1971 — and what did Cooper know that most people didn't?

 [image: A Boeing 727 on a tarmac at dusk, its distinctive rear airstair extended below the tail]The Boeing 727 had a feature that existed on no other commercial airliner: rear stairs that could open in flight. Cooper knew about them.In 1971 — the same year Walt Disney World opened for the very first time — America had a skyjacking problem.



 Word Unlock

 Skyjacking
 A skyjacking is the hijacking — the unlawful seizure — of an aircraft. The word combines "sky" with "hijacking." In the late 1960s and early 1970s, skyjackings were so common that airlines printed cards listing exactly what pilots should do if someone took over the plane.




Between 1968 and 1972, there were more than 130 skyjackings of American aircraft. That works out to roughly one every two weeks for five years. Some hijackers wanted to go to Cuba. Some wanted ransom money. Some were mentally unwell. Most were eventually caught or persuaded to give up.


What no one had managed yet was to get the money — and then disappear without trace.


No Locks on the Door


The reason skyjacking was so easy in 1971 comes down to one astonishing fact: there were no security checks at American airports. None at all. No metal detectors. No bag scanners. No requirement to show identification before boarding. You bought a ticket and walked onto the plane, the same way you walked into a cinema.



 [image: A 1970s Boeing 727 aircraft on a tarmac, its distinctive rear airstair lowered and visible below the tail]
 The Boeing 727 had a feature that existed on no other commercial airliner: rear stairs that could open in flight. Cooper knew about them. Why do you think that detail mattered?



 Case File Extra

 Airport metal detectors and bag X-ray machines were only introduced in the United States in January 1973 — more than a year after Cooper's hijacking. The skyjacking epidemic of the late 1960s and early 1970s was the direct reason those security measures were introduced. Cooper and others like him changed airports forever.




This meant that the man calling himself Dan Cooper could carry whatever he liked onto Flight 305 — including, he claimed, a bomb in a briefcase.


But there was something else Cooper knew. Something very specific about the Boeing 727.


The 727 was the only commercial passenger aircraft in the world with a rear set of built-in stairs — called an airstair — that could be opened and lowered while the plane was still flying. Every other aircraft locked its doors the moment it left the ground. The 727's rear airstair was designed for use at small airports without jet bridges, and it was a unique quirk of the aircraft's design.



 Word Unlock

 Airstair
 An airstair is a set of built-in stairs on an aircraft that fold out to allow passengers to board or exit without needing a separate stairway or tunnel. On the Boeing 727, the airstair was located at the very back of the plane, beneath the tail. It was the only commercial airliner of its era that could open this door during flight.




Someone who knew about the 727's airstair could, in theory, exit the back of a flying aeroplane.


Cooper not only knew this. He was planning to use it.


The People Who Would Face Him


Up in the cockpit, Captain William Scott was already on the radio with Seattle, relaying the hijacker's demands in a steady voice. Scott was an experienced pilot — calm, professional, and very clear about one thing. His job in the next few hours was not to be a hero. It was to keep his crew and passengers alive.


In the cabin, a flight attendant named Tina Mucklow had been told what was happening. She was twenty-two years old. She was calm. And she had a quality that would make her invaluable in the next few hours: she was able to sit with a man who had a bomb and talk to him as if everything might still be all right.


It was Tina who would stay beside Cooper as the situation unfolded. She would pour his drinks, carry his messages to the cockpit, and observe him more closely than anyone else ever would.


What she remembered — every detail of his voice, his clothes, his manner — would become some of the most important evidence the FBI ever collected.


But that comes later.

 

Chapter 3
 The Demands

 Why did the FBI decide to give Cooper everything he asked for — without any argument at all?

 [image: Captain Scott in the cockpit, speaking into a radio handset, Seattle airport lights visible through rain-streaked windows]Captain Scott relayed every demand to the FBI on the ground. Every word was assessed carefully.The radio crackled between Flight 305 and the FBI field office in Seattle. A hijacker. A possible bomb. $200,000. Four parachutes. A fuel truck.


The Seattle agents moved immediately. They had a clear, practiced logic for situations like this one: a hijacker inside a metal tube at altitude, with thirty-six passengers and a possible explosive device, is in the most powerful position imaginable. Argue with him and people could die. Give him what he wants, buy time, and look for a way out that doesn't involve a disaster.


The answer was yes. Give him everything. At once and without argument.



 [image: Captain William Scott in the cockpit, speaking into a radio handset, the lights of Seattle airport visible through rain-streaked windows]
 Captain Scott relayed every demand to the FBI on the ground. Every word was assessed. How do you think the FBI felt about handing over $200,000 to a man on a plane?


The FBI called Seattle First National Bank. They needed $200,000 in twenty-dollar bills. They needed it within the hour. And before the money left the building, they needed the serial number of every single bill to be photographed.



 Word Unlock

 Serial Number
 Every banknote in the world has a unique serial number printed on it — a code that identifies that specific note. By photographing the serial numbers of Cooper's ransom bills, the FBI created a master list. If anyone ever spent one of those notes at a shop or deposited it at a bank, the serial number would flag immediately. The money was marked before it was even handed over.




The bank assembled the cash. Ten thousand twenty-dollar bills. Stacked, it was roughly the size of two thick telephone directories. It weighed about twenty-one pounds. The whole pile went into a plain canvas bag.


The parachutes were harder to find than the money. Cooper had asked for four: specifically, two front-opening parachutes and two back-opening ones. The FBI scrambled to locate them. A local skydiving school provided two fully steerable sport parachutes — the kind experienced jumpers use when they want to aim for a specific landing spot. Two military-style reserve chutes arrived from a nearby air force unit.


Four parachutes. $200,000 in marked bills. Everything he asked for.


The Strangest Hijacker


While the FBI worked on the tarmac below, Tina Mucklow sat near Cooper in the back of the plane, trying to keep him calm and talking.


She would describe him later as the strangest hijacker anyone could imagine. He spoke quietly and politely. He apologised for the inconvenience. He offered to pay for the passengers' meals. He told the flight attendants to keep the other passengers comfortable and uninformed — he didn't want anyone to panic.


He sipped his bourbon.


He waited.



 "He seemed rather nice. He was thoughtful and calm."
 — Tina Mucklow, interviewed by the FBI, 1971



The FBI noted all of this. A panicking criminal makes mistakes and is unpredictable. A calm one is far more dangerous — because a calm one has a plan.


At Seattle-Tacoma Airport, the plane touched down. Police vehicles surrounded it at a distance. FBI agents took positions. The fuel truck pulled alongside. The canvas bag of money and the duffel bag of parachutes were loaded aboard.


Cooper inspected them. He seemed satisfied.


He allowed the thirty-six passengers to leave the plane. One by one they descended the steps onto the tarmac — relieved, confused, most not yet fully understanding what they had been part of.


The remaining crew — Captain Scott, his co-pilot William Rataczak, his flight engineer Harold Anderson, and Tina Mucklow — stayed aboard.


Cooper told Captain Scott to prepare for take-off. New destination: Mexico City, via Reno, Nevada. Altitude: no higher than 10,000 feet. Landing gear: kept down. Cabin: unpressurised.


The plane rolled forward.


Nobody on the tarmac knew what Cooper was actually planning to do once the plane was airborne again.


But Cooper did.

 

Chapter 4
 The Last Flight

 The FBI let the plane take off again — with Cooper still on it. Were they helpless, or did they have a plan of their own?

 [image: An FBI agent on a rain-wet Seattle tarmac passes a heavy canvas bag through the open door of an airplane]The FBI had no good options — hand over the money and hope, or risk the lives of everyone on board.The Boeing 727 climbed away from Seattle into a dark November sky.


It was just after seven in the evening. The lights of the city slid away behind the clouds. Ahead lay the long flight south — with a hijacker at the back of the plane who now had exactly what he had come for.


The FBI did not like this. Not at all.


Two F-106 Delta Dart fighter jets took off from a nearby air force base and slid in behind Flight 305, tracking it through the dark at a safe distance. They had orders to observe — to watch where the plane went and what it did. They carried no weapons that were any use in this situation. There was nothing they could do except follow.



 [image: An FBI agent on a rain-wet Seattle tarmac passes a heavy canvas bag through the open door of an airplane]
 The FBI had no good options. They could hand over the money and hope for a better chance later — or risk the lives of everyone on board. What would you have done?



 Case File Extra

 Cooper's demand that the plane fly low with its landing gear down was deliberate. It made the aircraft slow and hard to manoeuvre — and it kept the air outside breathable. A pressurised cabin is sealed tight; an unpressurised one is not. He needed to open the rear door without the air outside killing him. Every detail of his plan had a reason.




In the cabin, Tina Mucklow stayed near Cooper, watching.


He was working through his preparations with the same quiet efficiency he had shown since Portland. He opened the bags. He checked the parachutes. He looked at the money. He seemed satisfied with everything.


Then he did something that caught Tina's attention.


He cut the shroud lines — the long braided cords — from one of the spare parachutes. Using those cords, he carefully tied the canvas money bag to his own body, looping the lines around the bag and then around his waist and shoulders in careful knots.


He was attaching the money to himself. Making sure it couldn't fall away from him in the air.


He asked Tina to go to the front of the plane.


She walked up the aisle and sat down. The cockpit door was closed ahead of her. The roar of the engines filled the cabin. Outside the windows: complete darkness and cloud.


Behind her, for the first time since Portland, the man calling himself Dan Cooper was alone.


The Bump


At approximately 8:13 PM, the crew in the cockpit felt it: a slight shift in cabin pressure. A small mechanical vibration transmitted through the airframe.


The rear airstair had been lowered.


Captain Scott called back on the intercom. "Is everything all right back there?"


A pause.


"Yes," came the reply. Cooper's voice, still calm.


Then nothing.


Twenty-two minutes later, another slight change in pressure. The stairs had moved again — raised, or partially raised. The instrument readings were ambiguous.


The crew stayed forward. They had been told to.


When Flight 305 landed in Reno, Nevada at 10:15 PM, FBI agents boarded immediately. They moved to the rear of the cabin.


The back seats were empty. The money was gone. One parachute was gone. The man who called himself Dan Cooper was gone.


On seat 18C — the seat where he had sat for more than seven hours — they found one thing.


His black clip-on tie.


The agents photographed it. Bagged it as evidence. They knew it was the only object in the world that had touched the skin of the man they were looking for.


They had no idea it would still be their best clue more than fifty years later.

 

Chapter 5
 The Jump

 Could anyone really survive a parachute jump at night, in a rainstorm, over a vast dark forest — in a business suit?

 [image: A silhouetted figure in a business suit stands at the edge of the open rear airstair of a 1970s aircraft at night, dark forest far below]Cooper lowered the rear stairs while the plane was flying at speed, 10,000 feet above a dark forest. Look at what he was wearing.Nobody saw him jump.


The fighter jets shadowing the plane were flying too far back in the dark and cloud. The crew was sealed in the cockpit. Tina Mucklow was seated at the front. No one was watching the rear of the aircraft at the moment it happened.


What the FBI could establish came from instruments, physics, and deduction.


The rear stairs were lowered at approximately 8:13 PM. The aircraft was flying somewhere over the Cascade mountain range in southwestern Washington State. Altitude: 10,000 feet. Airspeed: approximately 170 miles per hour. Outside temperature: around −7°C — cold enough to cause hypothermia in an unprepared person within minutes.


He stepped into all of that.



 [image: A silhouetted figure in a business suit stands at the edge of the open rear airstair of a 1970s aircraft at night, dark forest far below]
 Cooper lowered the rear stairs while the plane was flying at speed, 10,000 feet above a dark forest. Look at what he was wearing. What do you notice?


He was wearing a white dress shirt, a business suit, and slip-on loafers. No boots. No gloves. No helmet or goggles. No GPS. No way to see the ground below him.


The forest he was jumping into was dense Pacific Northwest timber — Douglas fir trees packed so tightly that a person falling through the canopy could be hidden from aerial search for years.



 Case File Extra

 After the hijacking, Boeing fitted every Boeing 727 in the world with a simple mechanical device that prevents the rear airstair from being opened during flight. It was officially named the Cooper Vane. It is still called that today. D.B. Cooper is the only criminal in history to have an aircraft safety modification named after him.




Now, the evidence the FBI found.



 Evidence Card

 The Black Clip-On Tie

 Left on seat 18C. A plain black clip-on tie with a small mother-of-pearl tie clip. Later found to carry four human cells — preserved well enough for partial DNA analysis. Also contained microscopic titanium particles consistent with the aerospace or manufacturing industry.

 Status: The only direct physical contact evidence from Cooper's body. DNA profile returned no match in any criminal database. The titanium traces suggest Cooper may have worked in an industrial or aerospace setting — but this is not confirmed.




The tie was remarkable for two reasons. First, it had touched his skin — so it carried traces of him that no amount of disguise or planning could remove. Second, it told investigators something about his life: the titanium particles found on the tie were rare in 1971. They were associated with aerospace engineering, defence manufacturing, and precision metal work.


Cooper may have worked in one of those industries. No one knows.



 Detective Challenge

 Cooper was given four parachutes: two fully steerable sport parachutes — the kind a trained skydiver would always choose — and two non-steerable military reserve chutes. Cooper used one of the military reserve chutes, which cannot be steered at all. He left the sport parachutes behind. Why do you think an experienced parachutist would choose the one parachute that gives no control over where you land?




The parachute choice is one of the most debated clues in the entire case. A trained skydiver — especially one jumping into a dark forest at night — would choose a sport parachute every time. A sport chute lets you steer, aim for a clearing, and avoid the trees. A military reserve chute drops you wherever the wind takes you.


Did Cooper not know the difference? Was he panicking? Did he grab the wrong bag in the dark? Or was there another reason entirely?


Nobody knows.


Somewhere below the flight path, in the dark and the rain, a man with $200,000 tied to his body and a non-steerable parachute above his head fell toward an invisible forest.


What happened next is the question that has never been answered.

 

Chapter 6
 The Theories

 Which of the three main theories fits the evidence — and is it possible that the evidence points in two directions at once?

 [image: An illustrated map of Washington State and Oregon showing the flight path, suspected jump zone, and where the money was found]This map shows the flight path and where experts believe Cooper jumped. The circle is the suspected jump zone. The X is where the money was found in 1980.The day after the hijacking, the theories started.


The FBI opened a formal investigation they named NORJAK — short for Northwest Hijacking — and began building three main ideas about what had happened to the man calling himself Dan Cooper.



 [image: An illustrated map of Washington State and Oregon showing the flight path, suspected jump zone in the Cascades, and the location where the money was found on the Columbia River]
 This map shows the flight path and the area where experts believe Cooper jumped. The circle marks the most likely landing zone. The X marks where the money was found in 1980. Do you notice anything strange about the two locations?


Theory One: He Died


Most FBI agents who worked NORJAK believed Cooper did not survive. The jump was brutal. The temperature was −7°C. He was travelling at 170 miles per hour when he left the aircraft. The non-steerable parachute gave him no control over where he landed. He was wearing a business suit and loafers — not winter clothing.


Ralph Himmelsbach, the lead FBI investigator for many years, came to a firm conclusion. "He's dead," Himmelsbach said in interview after interview. "He hit trees, drowned in a river, or died of hypothermia in the forest. After a winter in the Pacific Northwest, the remains would be unrecognisable within months."


The absence of a body, Himmelsbach argued, meant nothing. Dense Pacific Northwest forest can consume remains entirely — wildlife, rain, and vegetation do the work quietly and completely.


Theory Two: He Survived and Escaped


Some investigators and many members of the public believe Cooper planned this so carefully that survival was not a gamble but a certainty. He knew precisely which aircraft had openable rear stairs. He knew the FBI would give him the money rather than risk the passengers. He knew exactly what conditions to demand for the second flight.


Under this theory, Cooper was a professional with military parachuting experience who landed at a pre-planned location, walked to a waiting vehicle, and became someone else entirely. He lived out his life as a quiet, unremarkable citizen, and smiled to himself every time he saw his name in the newspapers.



 Detective Challenge

 Under Theory One, Cooper died in the jump or from exposure. Under Theory Two, he survived and lived a hidden life. What single piece of evidence, if you could obtain it, would definitively settle which theory is correct? Is there anything that could prove either side beyond doubt?




Theory Three: He Was Someone We Know


Over the course of 45 years, more than 1,000 people were investigated as potential suspects. Three stand out.


Richard Floyd McCoy Jr. hijacked a plane just four months after Cooper in an almost identical fashion — he too demanded ransom and parachutes, and got away with $500,000 before being caught. The FBI investigated McCoy as a possible Cooper. McCoy denied it. Physical comparisons and later DNA analysis ruled him out.


Kenneth Christiansen was a former flight engineer and parachutist who died in 1994. His brother Lyle came forward years later claiming Kenneth had confessed on his deathbed. The FBI investigated — and found the evidence inconclusive.


Robert Rackstraw was a decorated military paratrooper convicted of multiple crimes, investigated as Cooper repeatedly, and died in 2019. DNA testing that year definitively ruled him out.


Every named suspect has been either eliminated or left unresolved. Not one has ever been confirmed as the man in seat 18C.


Here is the uncomfortable truth.


The evidence points in two directions at once. If Cooper died, he was reckless and underprepared — wrong parachute, wrong clothes, no plan for the forest. If he survived, he was brilliant — the most successful solo skyjacker in history, who walked away without a trace.


Both cannot be true. One of them is.

 

Chapter 7
 The Money in the Mud

 Why did finding some of the ransom money — nine years later — make the mystery harder to solve, not easier?

 [image: A young boy kneels at a muddy riverbank, lifting three deteriorated bundles of banknotes from the sand with astonishment]Brian Ingram found the bundles just below the surface of the mud. After nine years in the earth, the money had almost completely rotted — but the serial numbers were still readable.For nine years after the hijacking, the FBI found nothing.


They searched tens of thousands of square miles of Pacific Northwest forest. They interviewed more than eight hundred people. They ran NORJAK's leads across the United States, into Canada, and as far as Mexico. They sent the FBI composite sketch — the face of a middle-aged man with dark hair and sunglasses — to every law enforcement agency in the country.


No parachute. No clothing. No remains. Not one dollar of the $200,000.


Then, on 10 February 1980, an eight-year-old boy named Brian Ingram changed everything.



 [image: A young boy kneels at a muddy riverbank, lifting three deteriorated bundles of banknotes from the sand, his expression one of astonishment]
 Brian Ingram was digging in the mud at Tena Bar when his fingers found something. After nine years in the earth and water, the bills were almost completely rotted — but the serial numbers were still readable. Why do you think only this small amount was there?


Brian was on a family outing at Tena Bar — a narrow beach of dark sand on the north bank of the Columbia River in Washington State. While the adults prepared a picnic, Brian wandered to the water's edge and began digging in the wet sand the way children do, for no particular reason.


His fingers hit something solid.


He pulled up a bundle of paper. Almost disintegrated, barely holding together. Rubber-banded.


He pulled up another. Then a third.


Brian's father looked at what his son was holding. He saw denominations on rotted green paper. He recognised what this was.


The Ingram family drove to the nearest FBI office.


Agents compared the serial numbers from Brian's bundles against the master list photographed in Seattle nine years before.


It was a perfect match. These were Cooper's bills — $5,800 of them. The rubber bands holding each bundle were still in the original FBI sequence.



 Case File Extra

 The $5,800 found by Brian Ingram is the only Cooper money ever recovered. The remaining $194,120 has never been found. If Cooper spent any of it, no shop or bank ever reported a matching serial number. If it is buried somewhere in the forest or river, more than fifty years of searching has not found a single additional bill.





 Detective Challenge

 Every serial number of Cooper's $200,000 was recorded before it was handed over. Any attempt to spend those bills at a shop or bank would have been detected immediately. If Cooper survived and had $200,000 — but could never safely spend it — what would you do with it? Does this change your view of whether he survived?




The Wrong Place


Here was the problem. The money was in the wrong place.


FBI investigators had spent years modelling where Cooper must have landed, based on the plane's precise speed, altitude, and direction, combined with the timing of when the rear stairs were lowered. Their best estimate put the landing zone near the Washougal River drainage area — in the Cascade foothills east of the Columbia River, and north of where Tena Bar sits.


If the money had been washed downstream from a landing in that area, it should have moved further north and east.


Instead, it had appeared downstream and south — on the wrong bank of the wrong river, in the wrong direction entirely.


The FBI ran experiments: marked bottles released into the Columbia River system, timed and tracked to see what path they followed. The results were inconclusive. Some experts argued the money could have travelled to Tena Bar naturally over nine years. Others said the hydrology simply didn't allow it.


Ralph Himmelsbach, who had spent years certain that Cooper had died in the jump zone, admitted that the money complicated everything.



 "We thought we knew where he landed. The money says we were wrong about something. We're just not sure what."
 — Ralph Himmelsbach, FBI



One clue. The only physical evidence from the jump zone. And it didn't fit the best theory the FBI had.


The case had just become harder.

 

Chapter 8
 What We Know Now

 After 45 years of investigating, what does the FBI actually know for certain — and what remains completely unknown?

 [image: A desk covered with NORJAK case files, newspaper clippings, maps, and the FBI composite sketch pinned to a board behind]The NORJAK files fill boxes and cabinets. Over 45 years, the FBI investigated more than 1,000 suspects.The FBI never stopped looking.


From 1971 to 2016 — forty-five years — NORJAK remained an open, active investigation. Agents came and went. Technology improved enormously. DNA testing became possible. Digital fingerprint databases were built. Facial recognition software arrived. Every new tool was turned on the same problem.


None of it solved the case.



 [image: A desk covered with NORJAK case files, newspaper clippings, maps, the FBI composite sketch of D.B. Cooper pinned to a board behind]
 The NORJAK files fill boxes and cabinets. Over 45 years, the FBI investigated more than 1,000 suspects. Which piece of evidence in this case do you think was the most useful to them?


In 2011, the FBI subjected Cooper's clip-on tie to the most advanced DNA testing then available. The tie yielded four human cells — not enough for a complete DNA profile, but enough for a partial one. They ran it against every criminal database in the United States.


No match.


The man called Dan Cooper had no prior criminal record — or had simply never had his DNA collected in any database. Fifty years of forensic science could not identify him from the one object he had left behind.


The same year, citizen investigators — amateur detectives who had devoted years to the Cooper case — found a partial parachute buried in a park in Clark County, Washington State. The FBI examined it. The parachute was from the right general era, but could not be definitively connected to Cooper. Another inconclusive result in a case full of them.


Case Suspended


In July 2016, the FBI made an announcement.


After forty-five years, they were suspending the active NORJAK investigation.


The case was not closed — Cooper's file remained officially open and the FBI stated they would still process any credible new evidence. But the active team was being disbanded. "We've exhausted our investigative resources on this case," the statement read.


Three years later, in 2019, one more chapter closed. DNA testing confirmed that Robert Rackstraw — the most prominent living suspect — did not match the partial profile from Cooper's tie. He was officially eliminated.



 Detective Challenge

 The FBI received thousands of tips from members of the public over 45 years, many from people who believed they knew exactly who Cooper was. Yet none of those tips ever cracked the case. Why do you think so many people were convinced they knew the answer — and why do you think none of them were right?




So here is where the case stands today.


We know a man calling himself Dan Cooper boarded Northwest Orient Flight 305 on 24 November 1971. We know he collected $200,000 in ransom and four parachutes. We know he jumped from the rear airstair of the aircraft somewhere over southwestern Washington State. We know that his clip-on tie was found on the seat. We know that $5,800 of the ransom turned up on the Columbia River in 1980, in a location that doesn't fit the leading theory of where he landed.


Everything else is unknown.



 The Case So Far

 
 	On 24 November 1971, a man called "Dan Cooper" hijacked Flight 305, demanded $200,000 in marked bills and four parachutes, and released all 36 passengers.

 	He jumped from the rear airstair of the plane at approximately 8:13 PM, somewhere over the Cascade mountains, at 10,000 feet, in the dark and rain.

 	He was wearing a business suit and loafers. He used a non-steerable military reserve parachute, not the steerable sport chutes he was given.

 	His clip-on tie, left on the seat, contains a partial DNA profile and traces of titanium — possibly from aerospace or manufacturing work. No match found in any database.

 	In 1980, $5,800 of the ransom was found by a child on the Columbia River — in a location that does not fit the most likely jump zone theory.

 	More than 1,000 suspects were investigated over 45 years. Every named suspect has been either eliminated or left inconclusive.

 	The FBI suspended the active investigation in 2016. The case remains officially open.

 

 Now it's your turn. What do you think happened?



 

Chapter 9
 Think Like a Detective

 Now that you know everything the FBI knows — what do YOU think happened to D.B. Cooper?

 [image: A detective evidence board with red string connecting clues — a parachute, a plane, money, a forest, a river — with a question mark at the centre]A detective's job is to weigh everything — not just the dramatic parts — and decide what the evidence most likely means.You have read everything.


You know what the man in seat 18C said, and what Florence Schaffner saw when she opened the note. You know how the FBI assembled $200,000 in under an hour. You know what Tina Mucklow noticed: that he was calm, polite, methodical — not like someone improvising.


You know about the jump. The temperature. The wrong parachute. The business suit.


You know about the money found in the mud, and why its location doesn't fit.



 [image: A detective's evidence board with strings connecting clues — a parachute, an airplane, stacks of money, a dark forest, a river — with a question mark at the centre]
 A detective's job is to weigh everything — not just the dramatic parts — and decide what the evidence most likely means. What's your verdict?


Now it is time to make a decision.


Here are the two strongest arguments, laid out as fairly as the evidence allows.


The Case for: He Died


The jump was brutal. Exiting an aircraft at 170 miles per hour creates a wall of wind that can disorient even a trained parachutist. The non-steerable chute gave Cooper no control over his landing. The temperature was −7°C. He had no winter clothing, no boots, no helmet. The forest below was some of the densest in North America — a canopy so thick that a body landing in it might never be found.


Ralph Himmelsbach spent more time hunting Cooper than anyone else alive. His conclusion was firm. The odds of surviving that jump, in those conditions, with that parachute, in that clothing, were very small. The forest is vast. It keeps its secrets.


The Case for: He Survived


Cooper did not act like a man who expected to die. He was calm. He planned everything — the specific aircraft, the rear stairs, the altitude, the speed, the unpressurised cabin. A person who improvises a skyjacking does not include those details. A person who has researched them does.


And the money is in the wrong place. If the leading theory of his landing zone is correct, the money should not be at Tena Bar. It is. Something in the theory is wrong. And if the landing zone is wrong — if Cooper landed somewhere the FBI never looked — then perhaps they never had a chance to find him at all.



 Detective Challenge

 You've heard both arguments. Is there one single piece of evidence in this case that you think matters most — the one that, if you knew the truth about it, would most change your conclusion? What is it, and why?




You have the same evidence the FBI had. You have read the same accounts. You know about the parachute, the tie, the titanium traces, the money in the mud, and the thousand suspects who were ruled out one by one.


Now it is yours.



 The Case Is Yours

 You've read the evidence. You've heard the theories. You know what the investigators found — and what they didn't.

 Did D.B. Cooper die in the forest that November night — or did he walk away and live the rest of his life, somewhere, as someone completely different?




If you enjoyed this case, you might also like Into the Pacific — the story of aviator Amelia Earhart, who disappeared over the Pacific Ocean in 1937 and was never found. Like Cooper, she left behind more questions than answers.

 

About This Book

 D.B. Cooper is a narrative non-fiction book for young readers ages 8–12. All events, dates, and people are real. The story is told in a way that makes history exciting while teaching critical thinking.

 ***

 This book is part of HistorIQly Jr. — history’s greatest mysteries, written for curious young detectives.

 Visit jr.historiqly.com for more books.

 • • •
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