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The National Transpor-lation Saie-Ly Board i s  investigating the 
Northwest Airlines, Inc. ,  Boeing 727, N27'4US,, a i r c r a f t  crash which 
occurred near Thielle,  New Yorlr, on December 1, 1.974.. The Board's 
continuing investigation has revealed t h a t  ice  blocked the p i t o t  heads. 

A preliminary review of the evidence i n  t h i s  accident suggests 
the poss ib i l i ty  t h a t  the crew concentrated on air  data instrumentation 
t o  the exclusion of a i r c r a f t  a t t i t ude  indications.  
the a t t i t ude  information may have prevented the s t a l l  and subsequent 
crash. 

The timely use of 

About 5 minutes before the rapid descent, .the f l i g h t  data recorder 
These aberrations (FDR) recorded aberrations i n  the airspeed t r ace .  

were caused by the closure of the ram a i r  inlet ,  and t h e  drain hole of 
t he  p i t o t  mast. These aberrations were verif5.ed by wind-tunnel icing 
t e s t s  of a p i t o t  mast and pnetunatic t e s t s  of an al t imeter  and airspeed 
system. 
recorded on the FDR. 

These t e s t s  produced airspeed/al t i tude t r aces  similar t o  those 

The Safety Board is aware of other incidents i n  which an a i r c r a f t  
encountered d i f f i c u l t i e s  while l'lying in freezing prec ip i ta t ion  because 
o f  a lack of p i t o t  heat. I n  these incidents,  t he  fl ightcrews recognized 
the problem and took corrective action. 

Evidence i n  t h i s  case indicates t h a t  the p i t o t  heater control  
switches were not  on, although the heaters were capable of operation. 
The a i r c r a f t  had been f ly ing  i n  clouds and freezing temperatures. 

Recently, one air ca r r i e r  reported t h a t  it i s  operating its p i t o t  

Several other a i r  ca r r i e r s  a r e  
heater system continuously and the f a i l u r e  r a t e  i s  minimal ,  i.e., one 
element f a i l u r e  per a i r c r a f t  per  year. 
act ively considering the  i n s t i t u t i o n  of a similar procedure, and they 
believe there  would be no adverse affect on the  l i f e  of the p i t o t  heater  
elements. 
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