
When the misty skies cleared over southern
France on the afternoon of Sunday March 2,
1969, the green light was signalled for the

highly anticipated first ever flight of the Concorde.
Journalists had been alerted two days earlier that the
test flight was imminent; the world had been waiting
since the futuristic aircraft, with its pointed nose and
triangular wings, was publicly presented in December
1967. Here is an account, drawn from AFP reports, of
the momentous day in aviation history when the super-
sonic turbojet first took to the skies 50 years ago.

‘She flies!’ 
Several hundred journalists and spectators were

crowded near the runway of the airport at Toulouse,
where prototype 001 of the Franco-British aircraft
was constructed. With French test pilot Andre Turcat
at the controls and the event aired live on television,
the sleek white plane started off down the runway
just after 3:30 pm. She picked up speed, eased off the
runway and then powered into the sky, straight as an
arrow. “She flies! Concorde flies at last!” exclaimed
BBC commentator Raymond Baxter. AFP sent out a
flash alert: “Concorde has taken off.”

Concord or Concorde? 
It was a source of pride on both sides of the

Channel: Britain and France had joined forces in
1962 to build an airliner capable of flying faster than
the speed of sound. In fact Concorde’s maximum
velocity was more than twice the speed of sound.
The coalition of two governments and two aircraft
makers - British Aircraft Corporation (now BAE
Systems) and Sud-Aviation, a precursor to Airbus -
had encountered a series of hurdles and differences.
Even the aircraft’s name, which means “agreement”
in both languages, was a sticking point: English-
style “Concord” or “Concorde” in French? Britain’s
technology minister Tony Benn settled the dispute in
1967, keeping the “e” for “excellence”, “England”,

“Europe” and “Entente cordiale”, as he said.

Proving the plane can fly 
For Concorde’s maiden flight, Turcat maneuvered

just a simple loop above the Garonne river at reduced
speed and with the plane’s landing gear out. The aim
was not to break speed records but rather to “show
the plane can fly” and “return to the ground”, he
would later explain. The roar of the four powerful
engines and the silhouette of the aircraft, like a bird
of prey in the sky, halted traffic on a nearby highway
as people across the region stopped to watch, an AFP
report said.

Sweating in the cockpit 
Inside the cockpit it was tense. Three of the four

air-conditioning systems had broken and the tempera-
ture rose quickly.  “Under our helmets, we were soon
sweating profusely,” Turcat recalled in his book
“Concorde” (1977). When the wheels hit the tarmac
for the landing, thick smoke rose from the tyres and a
security parachute opened at the rear to brake the
112-tonne machine. The crowds along the runway
broke into applause. The flight had lasted 27 minutes.
The British test flight came weeks later, on April 9,
with Brian Trubshaw taking off aboard the 002 proto-
type built in Britain. On Oct 1 Turcat would also take
the jet through the sound barrier for the first time.

Just the beginning 
“This first flight is not a conclusion,” Turcat told

the hundreds of journalists after that first flight. “It is
the beginning of our work.” It would take another
seven years and 5,500 hours of test flying before
Concorde was authorized to enter into commercial
service in 1976 with flights operated by Air France
and British Airways. And in the end commercial pas-
senger services only lasted 27 years. The gas-guz-
zling “great white bird” was retired on both sides of
the Channel in 2003, brought down by its high costs

and a dwindling market, with a 2000 crash outside
Paris - in which 113 people were killed - heralding its
final demise. —AFP
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‘You can fool 
some people’ 

By Dr James J Zogby 

Among Abraham Lincoln’s many notable traits and extraor-
dinary accomplishments are the pithy quotations he
bequeathed to posterity that speak to his wisdom and

understanding of human nature. One of my favorites is “You can
fool some of the people all of the time, all of the people some of
the time, but you can’t fool all of the people all of the time.” There
have been many occasions when I have referred back to this
piece of Lincoln wisdom since Donald Trump first began his race
for the White House. Following his election as President of the
United States, I am daily reminded of this quote. Instead of seeing
the 16th US president as his guide, Trump, it appears, takes his
cue from a quote from Peter Weiss’ play “Marat/Sade” where the
main character speaking disparagingly about how easy it is to
propagate falsehoods among desperate masses says, “And any-
one believes what they hear over and over again.”

Realizing that he commands media attention as the occupant
of the White House, control of a massive following on Twitter, and
an echo chamber consisting of Fox News and several popular talk
radio programs, Trump has propagated myth after myth on his
susceptible base. Most concerning is the fact that his myths,
repeated over and over, have been believed. 

This trait was in evidence well before he entered the
Republican contest in 2015. Early in the Obama Administration,
Donald Trump was one of the leading proponents of what came
to be known as the “Birther Movement” - the myth suggesting
that Barack Obama was not born in the US and, therefore, ineligi-
ble to serve as president. Alongside this falsehood was the sug-
gestion that Obama was really a “closet-Muslim” and was lying
about his Christian faith. 

Taken together, these two conspiracy theories preyed on the
alienation of white, middle aged, middle class born-again
Christian voters who were suffering from the economic disloca-
tion created by the Great Recession of 2008-9. By projecting
these myths, the GOP sought to delegitimize the 44th president.
These false stories provided fuel for the “Tea Party” movement,
which aided the Republican resurgence by giving the party con-
trol of Congress in 2010. 

It didn’t end there, however. Real damage was done. Despite
the passage of time, the sad fact is that recent polling shows that
at least a plurality of Republicans still believe that Obama wasn’t
born in the US and isn’t a Christian.  

Once Trump was in the White House, he became more
emboldened and more reliant on myth-making - regarding mat-
ters big and ridiculously small - even when they were obviously
and provably untrue. He claimed that: the crowds at his
Inauguration were larger than Obama’s; his ratings were the high-
est ever; his White House operations ran like a well-oiled machine;
he would bring jobs back to the US, give everyone tax reductions
and the best health insurance coverage ever.  

In international affairs he promised: “the deal of the century”
for Israeli-Palestinian peace; to end the Iran nuclear deal -”the
worst deal ever made” and then show Obama how to get a great
deal by denuclearizing North Korea; build a wall on the southern
border and insist that Mexico would pay for it; and restore
American prestige and leadership in the world.   

Trump did walk away from the Iran deal (as well as the Paris
Accords on Climate and the Trans-Pacific Partnership) - but no
one else followed. He shut the US government down three times
trying to force Congress to pay for the wall since Mexico will not
pay for it. We’re still waiting for the “deal of the century, and,
meanwhile, US standing and confidence in US leadership is at its
lowest point since the middle of the George W Bush era. 

Trump’s domestic approval rating, which has never been over
50 percent, is now in the low 40s. And yet his base remains secure
and, as a result, even moderate Republicans who are repulsed by
the president’s behavior have hesitated to break with him - fear-
ing the backlash they may incur from his supporters. They call to
mind the members of the royal court in Hans Christian Andersen’s
“The Emperor’s New Clothes.” They knew he had no such
clothes, but were afraid to be the first to break ranks and
acknowledge it.   

This past week, however, has been as especially problematic
one for the president and his loyalists - and may be a turning
point in this president’s fortunes. Three events were noteworthy.
The testimony of Michael Cohen, Trump’s long-time personal
lawyer/”fixer” before the House Committee on Oversight opened
a window on several of the president’s questionable financial
practices. The documentation Cohen provided will no doubt give
rise to deeper investigation in the future. It was noticed that while
Republican members of the committee were ruthless in their
treatment of Cohen, on no occasion did they speak in defense of
the president. This should be of concern to the White House. 

Some observers suspected that the White House scheduled
the surprise summit with the leader of North Korea in order to
divert attention from Cohen’s appearance. Trump’s hope that the
summit would produce a much-needed win collapsed when it
ended abruptly without any agreement. In its aftermath, even the
president’s advisers were quoted as having cautioned him against
the summit and about creating unreasonable expectations for the
ill-prepared meeting. 

The week ended with revelations that the president had
directly intervened to counter the decision of professional intelli-
gence and national security staff to deny both Trump’s daughter
and son-in-law “Top Secret” clearance. Security officials, it
appears, had decided that his son-in-law had not been fully forth-
coming in filling out his clearance forms and, in any case, had
questionable contacts and financial entanglements that made him
a security risk. Now while some analysts say that it is the presi-
dent’s prerogative to overrule the professional staff, what is con-
cerning is that he has publicly denied doing this - even though we
know that he did, in fact do it. It is also now known that the presi-
dent’s decision in this matter so troubled his chief of staff and his
national security advisor that both wrote memoranda “for the
record” documenting their disapproval. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute 

Kidnapping a
daily nightmare
in troubled
Cameroon region

Journalist Macmillan Ambe Awa was covering
the unrest in western Cameroon when he
became part of the story. He was kidnapped by

armed men and held for 24 terrifying hours before
being released, physically unhurt but shaken. “They
accused me of making programs that say children
should go back to school,” Ambe Awa told AFP by
telephone, referring to an educational boycott by
the region’s Anglophone separatist movement. 

Traumatic as the ordeal was, such experiences
are almost routine in Cameroon’s English-speaking
Northwest and Southwest regions. Insurgents have
staged hundreds of kidnappings, both for ransom
and as a political message - alongside ambushes
targeting soldiers and police, and arson attacks on
buildings symbolizing the central government,
including schools and hospitals.

Their armed uprising began in Oct 2017 follow-
ing years of simmering anger at perceived discrimi-
nation by the country’s French-speaking majority.
Since then, at least 500 civilians and more than 200
members of the security forces have died in clashes,
attacks and a government crackdown, the
International Crisis Group (ICG) says.

‘Scared to go out’ 
Earlier this month, almost 170 pupils were

abducted from Kumbo in the Northwest and freed
after a day in captivity. The kidnappers demanded
the closure of the high school, which has not
opened its doors since. And in November, another
90 students were kidnapped and held for five days,
again on grounds that their school be closed. “It’s
shameful that the separatists should have adopted
this strategy,” said a resident of Buea, capital of the
Southwest region. 

The separatists justify their boycott on
grounds that the French system discriminates
against Anglophone pupils. Witnesses said the
army raided searched dozens of homes in and
around Kumbo after the latest mass kidnapping,
with soldiers torching several of them in retalia-
tion. The ministry of communication denied such
reports when they appeared in the press, but it
was not the first time the security forces had come

under fire for such actions in Anglophone areas.

‘Opportunistic’ kidnappings 
The violence and abductions have created a

real climate of fear.  Earlier this month, Buea hosted
the annual “Race of Hope” to the summit of Mount
Cameroon, an active volcano which rises 4,040 m
and is the highest peak in the country. But this time,
Sports Minister Narcisse Mouelle Kombi turned up
in a bulletproof vest and a helmet, and dozens of
armed men were deployed at Buea stadium. In both
regions, the insecurity caused by frequent clashes
between troops and the separatists has also led to a
steady increase in activity by criminal gangs.  And
such gangs have realized that kidnapping is lucra-
tive. “About a third of abductions are the work of
opportunistic armed bandits,” said Hans de Marie
Heungoup, a Cameroon researcher for the ICG.
And efforts to differentiate between separatist
attacks and those motivated by criminal interests
has become ever harder due to the splintering of
separatist groups. But in the eyes of Yaounde, there
is no difference. Agitators are all “terrorists”.

Burden of history 
Divisions between the Anglophone regions and

Cameroon’s authorities date back a century to
when Britain and France occupied Cameroon, tak-
ing over Germany’s principal colony in West Africa.
France was given the greater part of the territory,
which became independent in 1960. A year later,
the British colony also gained independence, with
some of the English-speaking areas choosing to
join newly-formed Nigeria, while others opted to
become part of the federation of Cameroon. In the
following decades, Cameroon’s Anglophone minor-
ity routinely complained about unequal treatment
in areas like education, the law and the economy.
But demands for greater autonomy were repeated-
ly rebuffed by President Paul Biya, and eventually
the campaign became radicalized. On October 1
2017, an Anglophone group symbolically declared
the independence of the “Republic of Ambazonia”
in the two regions, triggering a crackdown that saw
the separatists responding with violence. 

Since then, at least 437,000 people have fled
their homes, according to UN estimates, with
another 32,000 fleeing across the border to
Nigeria. “We’re trapped,” a Buea resident said.
“We’re scared to go out, we’re scared to take the
bus,” he told AFP. “For a long time, I thought
things would calm down so we stayed, but I’ve
started to call the family in Douala to tell them
we’ll be coming,” he said of Cameroon’s economic
capital, which lies on the coast. “There’s nothing
more for us here.”  —AFP

MH370 families 
band together 
to seek closure

Five years ago, their loved ones
boarded a plane and vanished.
The group of Malaysians meet

about once a month - usually at a
coffee shop or a home in Kuala
Lumpur - to support each other and
try to keep missing Malaysian
Airlines flight MH370 in the public
eye. Their relatives were among the
239 people onboard the Boeing 777
when it vanished en route from Kuala
Lumpur to Beijing on March 8, 2014
and became the world’s greatest avi-
ation mystery.

Scraps of aircraft debris have
washed up on the east African
coastline, but two underwater
searches in the southern Indian
Ocean proved fruitless, leaving few
clues as to what happened. Starved
for information and struggling to
resume their lives, the families have
come to lean on each other for sup-
port, said Jacquita Gonzales, whose
husband Patrick Gomes was
MH370’s inflight supervisor. “It goes
beyond a group waiting for
answers,” said Gonzales, a 57-year-
old kindergarten teacher who often
hosts the group at her home on the
outskirts of Kuala Lumpur. “It has
become a family as well, an extended
family,” she told Reuters.

For five years the group has cam-
paigned to keep public attention on
MH370 and help each other cope
with their grief and try to live normal
lives by returning to work, raising
children and, in Gonzales’ case, bat-
tle illness. She was diagnosed with
breast cancer in 2016 for the second

time in her life, but it has since gone
into remission. “When I first had
cancer, I had my husband for sup-
port,” she said. “This second time,
no. But I had a lot of family members
around, my friends, my children, and
now my MH370 families... so that
kept us going.”

In her living room hangs a paint-
ing of a blue-and-yellow field - a gift
from Calvin Shim, another MH370
next-of-kin, to help her stay calm
while recovering from surgery. Shim,
a father of two, said the group helped
him to adjust to life as a single par-
ent. His wife, Christine Tan, was a
member of the MH370 crew. “The
other families know exactly how each
of us feel,” he said during a meeting
at Gonzales’ home. “Emotionally,
that’s been a good support and help
to us, especially since the plane has
not been found,” he added.

‘We have not said goodbye’
In early 2017, Malaysia, China and

Australia called off a two-year, $144
million search in the southern Indian
Ocean after finding no trace of the
plane. A second three-month search
north of the original target area, led
by US exploration firm Ocean
Infinity, ended similarly in May 2018.
A 495-page report published in July
said the Boeing 777 was likely delib-
erately taken off course but investi-
gators were unable to determine who
was responsible.

The Malaysian government has said
it would consider resuming a search if
new evidence came to light. Not know-
ing what happened in the aircraft’s final
moments has made closure “impossi-
ble”, Gonzales said. “When friends tell
me that their spouses have passed
away, I get very jealous because they
have closure,” she said. “They’ve said
goodbye. But for us, we’ve not said
goodbye at all.”  —Reuters
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When Concorde took to the sky 50 years ago
In this file photograph taken on Oct 1, 1969, Concorde 001, the Franco-British supersonic aircraft is seen landing after its first supersonic flight in Toulouse. Concorde 001
exceeded Mach 1 for the first time, holding Mach 1.05 for 9 minutes. —AFP

In this file photograph taken on Oct 1, 1969, the crew of
Concorde 001 (from left) flight engineer Henri Perrier, first
test pilot Jean Pinet, chief test pilot Andre Turcat and flight
mechanic Michel Retif pose after the first supersonic flight
of Concorde. 


