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Overview:  
    I was quite fortunate to have appeared earlier this year on the Travel Channel’s show 
EXPEDITION UNKNOWN, in the episode about the infamous skyjacker known as “DB Cooper”. 
He hijacked a Northwest Orient Airlines, Boeing 727 (B-727) on Thanksgiving eve 1971. With 
$200,000 in ransom money he parachuted from the airliner, somewhere between Seattle, 
Washington and Reno, Nevada, never to be seen again.  
 
   Months prior to the show’s airing, I spent three days with the show’s host, Mr. Josh Gates and 
his production crew. I was involved in the location shooting in Seattle, Washington and Reno, 
Nevada. The purpose of this paper is to provide anecdotal information and address numerous 
questions I have been asked since the show first aired. 
 
Initial contact by EXPEDITION UNKNOWN: 
    During July 2016, I published my first paper regarding my unique theory of how the person 
known as “DB Cooper” most likely survived the parachute jump from the commercial airliner, 
evaded law enforcement and spent (laundered) most of the $200,000 ransom money overseas, 
where it could not be tracked by the US government. My theory, “DB Cooper, Step Out Of The 
Shadow”, can be located at this link: https://retiredinvestigator.wordpress.com/  
 
   Approximately one week later the local newspaper, Boulder City Review, published an article 
addressing my theory. Within 24 hours of the newspaper article being published, I received an 
e-mail from the show’s producer Ms. Amanda Marks. Between e-mails and telephone 
conversations during the following weeks, I agreed to participate in the production of their 
episode of “DB Cooper”. 
 
Episode summary: 
   The one hour show covered aspects of three theories regarding the skyjacking, as well as 
providing it’s own theory. Essentially, the opinion of the show’s host (4th theory) was that much 
of the information the public had believed over the years was wrong. 
 
 
 
 

https://retiredinvestigator.wordpress.com/


Post production (editing) of the show: 
    The one hour show presented a tremendous amount of information. In fact, during my third 
day of being with the film crew, I asked Mr. Gates and his producer, Ms. Marks, how would they 
be able to get all of the information into a one hour show? Mr. Gates responded that it was more 
difficult than that, since the one hour show is actually only 42 minutes long. He said they would 
have to review the footage and be very selective in what was used. 
 
   I believe Mr. Gates and Ms. Marks, did a great job in putting the episode together. They knew 
their “target” audience much better than I, and the feedback I received essentially supports that. 
Were there a lot of unanswered questions? Most certainly there were, but for a 42 minute show, 
it covered a lot of ground and covered it well. No, I did not have any involvement in the final 
editing / post-production 
 
Common Questions: 
   Since the show’s first airing, I have often been asked questions regarding it. While visiting 
local coffee shops, stores, etc., I have often been asked “What about ….” questions pertaining 
to the TV show. I have had many discussions with local folks, to include two presentations at 
local civic/social organizations, and many of the same questions kept popping up. I wish to 
address the most common questions here: 
 
Q: What was it like working with the show’s host, Josh Gates? 
 
A:  It was a great experience. Mr. Gates was genuinely a very nice person. He has a great 
sense of humor, what I would describe as “intellectual humor”, which I found quite refreshing. 
His humor is very different than what I see in society today, which I would describe as mostly 
“juvenile” humor. Also, he is very intelligent and is well versed on a variety of subjects. During 
the three days I spent with the production, he was very polite to all, including his crew. He 
expected a lot from his crew but he also treated them well and made certain they were taken 
care. 
 
Q: Did he understand your theory? 
 
A: Yes, he certainly did understand it! I was very impressed how much Mr. Gates had studied 
my theory, down to the smallest details. In front of the camera, as well as off camera, he asked 
many detailed questions that showed a great understanding of the theory. Over the three days, 
we covered every aspect of my theory from multiple angles. As I recall, he particularly liked how 
simple and logical the theory was.  
 
Q: Your theory emphasized the “KISS” principle, please explain. 
 
A:  The “KISS” principle simply means, “Keep It Simple Stupid”. There is a much more refined 
way to state the same thing, it’s called “Occam’s Razor”. This is a philosophical belief that the 
simplest explanations are more likely to be correct than complicated explanations and theories. 



My theory ties in the evidence more thoroughly and in a much simpler way than any of the 
other, more complicated theories. This includes the accepted law enforcement narrative (theory) 
that “DB Cooper” parachuted over southern Washington state.  
 
Q: Do you claim your theory is the only correct one? 
 
A:   Absolutely not!  I respect the theories of others, even though I may not agree with their 
theory. In fact, I have encouraged individuals who have believed in other theories to go ahead 
and continue doing so. I then explain that my theory is only that, a theory. I add that until the 
true identity of “DB Cooper” is proven beyond any doubt, all theories remain on the table.  
 
Q: In the show, Mr. Josh Gates claimed to be nervous about parachuting, was that 
accurate? 
 
A:   Yes, if anything it was an understatement when he said he was about to “throw up” as I 
drove us to the waiting jump plane. I laughed out loud the first time I saw the show, because I 
suspected he was very close to actually doing so. I did not want to say anything at that time, in 
order to avoid the “power of suggestion”. The parachute jump occurred on my third day with the 
production. During the previous two days, Mr. Gates and I discussed what it was like to 
parachute and what he could expect. He commented at least a few times that he didn’t know if 
he could do it or not. I was not the least bit surprised that he jumped from the plane. I was very 
proud of him, it’s not natural for a human to jump from an aircraft in flight. 
 
Q: Was there a “Plan B” had he decided not to parachute? 
 
A:  Yes, the “Plan B” was for me to do the parachute jump instead. Let me back up some, the 
original “Plan A” called for me joining Mr. Gates and both of us jumping from the same plane at 
the same time. Unfortunately as was evident on the show, the jump plane was much too small 
to handle two sets of tandem jumpers, a safety jumper and a cameraman. That would have 
been 2 people too many and too much weight for the Cessna aircraft used in the jump. So the 
original “Plan A’ changed to what was shown on TV. 
 
Q: Was the show scripted? 
 
A:  Absolutely not, which I appreciated greatly.  At each location the cameras would roll while 
we would converse about my theory. I will add, the part in the show where I meet Mr. Gates in 
the desert after his parachute jump, that was filmed in a valley north of Reno, where I believe 
“DB Cooper” parachuted while the airliner was descending into Reno. Specifically, it was filmed 
a short distance from the airport at Stead, Nevada, approximately 15 miles north of the Reno 
airport. While conducting the filming at this location, our “on camera” conversation was often 
interrupted by small aircraft departing from Stead airport. We had to reshoot portions of our 
conversation at that location, but nothing was scripted. 
 



Q: In a nutshell, what is different about your theory and what law enforcement has 
investigated since 1971? 
 
A:  In simple terms, it’s whether “DB Cooper” was a novice parachutist or an experienced, 
military parachutist. This is perhaps the most critical part of the “DB Cooper” skyjacking. If a 
person believes “DB Cooper” was a novice (especially a first time) parachutist, then he most 
likely left the aircraft over southern Washington state. If a person believes he was an 
experienced, military parachutist, then southern Washington state was a simple diversion and 
he jumped elsewhere, most likely north of Reno, Nevada.  
 
Q: Why most likely north of Reno, Nevada, versus parachuting somewhere else? 
 
A:   Remember that in 1971, we did not have cell phones or GPS units to show us where we are 
at any given time. Back in that era, there were only two times during a flight that you, as a 
passenger, were fairly certain where you were, during take-off and during landing. Oh sure, you 
might be able to pick out an occasional ground reference while looking below. For the most part 
though, a passenger on an airliner couldn’t specifically know where they were except for during 
take-off and landing. 
 
     We know “DB Cooper” was on the aircraft for a while after departure from Seattle, 
Washington. We know this because a flight attendant was with him for approximately the first 15 
minutes of flight and the crew had intercom telephone contact with him for a while after that. As 
a result, we know he did not parachute while departing from Seattle. Approximately 15 minutes 
into the flight he had the flight attendant move to the flight deck. He instructed her not to return 
to the passenger area beyond the first class curtain, for the remainder of the flight. From that 
point until the time he exited the aircraft he was by himself in the rear of the plane, no one saw 
him parachute from the plane. 
 
   Unless he was able to pick up ground references through the cloud cover, which is possible 
but not likely due to inclement weather conditions in Washington and Oregon, he stayed on the 
plane until reaching Nevada. He most likely parachuted in a known location, while the plane was 
on descent into Reno. The weather in Reno was perfect for a night parachute jump. The skies 
were clear, the moon was 41% illumination, temperature was 30 degrees fahrenheit at ground 
level, winds were approximately 6 mph at ground level. In my experience as a US Army 
paratrooper with a number of night jumps, I would loved to have jumped under those conditions. 
As a side note, the more I look at how the skyjacking evolved, I’m convinced that he knew the 
weather report for that night in Reno before he hijacked the plane in Portland. I’m certain he 
knew the conditions were perfect for a night jump, unlike the bad weather in Washington state. 
 
 
 
 



Q: How would “DB Cooper” know the plane was to land in Reno? Didn’t the pilots choose 
to land in Reno for refueling? 
 
A:  Yes, and no. “DB Cooper” was like a magician doing a card trick and having a member of 
the audience participate, where there’s the appearance the audience member has some 
influence in how the trick turns out. In reality “DB Cooper”, like the magician, was in control of 
the outcome. 
 
   We must understand that “DB Cooper” demonstrated far more knowledge than the pilots, the 
airline and the FAA about the flight characteristics of the B-727 flying with the landing gear 
down, flaps set at 15 degrees, rear stairs lowered and at an altitude of 10,000 feet. In this 
configuration, the plane is aerodynamically very “dirty” and has an extremely high fuel 
consumption. He knew the plane could not fly all the way to Mexico City, where he originally 
demanded to go, without refueling. From Seattle, Washington, there are three commercial 
airports that the B-727 could fly to for refueling; they were San Francisco, Sacramento and 
Reno. The airports in Phoenix, San Diego, Los Angeles and Las Vegas were too far away.  
 
   Interestingly, in an interview years after the skyjacking, one of the pilots stated the crew first 
suggested refueling in San Francisco. “DB Cooper” quickly shot that suggestion down by saying 
to the effect that San Francisco was too large of a city. I was caught off-guard for a moment 
when I read that statement. With my military nighttime parachute jump experience, I would have 
said, “No, there’s too much open water”. Obviously, my response would have revealed the real 
possibility of my parachuting on approach to the airport. His response that the city was too large 
was an excellent answer. In 1971, the metropolitan area of San Francisco was so large that 
parachuting on descent/approach would have resulted either landing in a neighborhood, or in 
water. His response of the city being too large, did not readily expose the possibility of his 
parachuting on approach. Now, apply this to the much smaller town of Reno, Nevada and it is 
clear that there is no concern of parachuting into a neighborhood or into water during approach. 
 
   My belief is the plane flying to Reno for refueling was predetermined by “DB Cooper”. Had the 
flight crew suggested Sacramento, I’m certain he would have said, “No”, giving them the 
remaining option of Reno. Records indicate Reno was the flight crew’s second choice, so 
Sacramento didn’t come into play. 
  
Q: What are some of the indications that you have identified that he was an experienced, 
military parachutist? 
 
A:   Gosh, there are quite a few examples. For instance, witness statements regarding his 
handling of the parachutes once they were brought onboard the airliner indicate he was an 
experienced military parachutist.  
 
Examples: 1.) “DB Cooper” immediately noted / commented that both main parachute 
harnesses were missing the D-rings on their riggings to attach the reserve parachutes to. 2.) He 



had a choice of using the civilian sport parachute or a military aircrew parachute. He chose the 
military parachute which indicated knowledge that it was more robust and safer than than the 
civilian sport model. Both parachutes were designed to sustain the opening shock of falling at 
terminal velocity, approximately 125-145 mph. The big difference though is that the military 
parachute was built for exiting from high performance aircraft at high speeds, much greater than 
the speed of terminal velocity. Thus, the military parachute would have an added safety factor 
when exiting from an airliner. 3.) He was observed removing and reading the parachute rigger’s 
log, then placing it back into a small pocket. 4.) He quickly opened the pack of the military 
parachute, ran his hands down the folds of the canopy and checked the suspension lines. I 
believe he was also looking for an ELT (emergency locator transponder), when he had the pack 
open. 5.) He quickly jerry-rigged a harness for the canvass money bag by opening a reserve 
parachute and cutting some suspension lines (550 cord) for the harness rigging. 6.) He donned 
the parachute quickly and easily, described by the flight attendant as if it was an “everyday 
occurrence” for him.  
 
    The examples I just provided should convince the prudent “DB Cooper” sleuth that he was 
not a novice parachutist but an experienced military parachutist.  
 
Q:  If your theory has “DB Cooper” parachuting north of Reno, Nevada, how did the 
$5,800 of the ransom money end up on a river bank near Portland, Oregon more than 
eight years later? 
 
A: Very simple, “DB Cooper” planted it there seven years after the skyjacking. The key to this is 
the fact the rubber bands were still intact around the three bundles of $20 bills when they were 
found in 1980. Lab tests have since shown the rubber bands would not have lasted more than 
one year, in the outdoors, wet environment of the river bank. Consequently, the money was 
placed there between early 1979 and when it was found in early 1980. 
 
Q: Why would he plant the money on the riverbank seven plus years after the 
skyjacking? 
 
A: For background information regarding my theory, I believe “DB Cooper” was in the military at 
the time of the skyjacking and spent (laundered) most (but not all) of the money from his duty 
assignment overseas. Eventually, he either retired from the military, or had a “Permanent 
Change of Station” (PCS), and returned to the Seattle, Washington / Portland, Oregon area. 
During November 1978, a news article appeared in both print and television that the 
“Emergency Exit” placard for the rear stairs of the B-727 hijacked by “DB Cooper”, had been 
located by an elk hunter in the original search area near Ariel, Washington. The discovery of this 
placard places the B-727 exactly where authorities earlier stated it had flown over, the same 
area that was thoroughly searched in 1971-1972. This area is about 20 miles from where the 
$5,800 was found in 1980. This has posed a perplexing problem since 1980. How did the 
money travel those 20 miles to where it was found? The simple answer? He placed it there 7 
years later. 



 
   Drawing from my 24 years as an FBI Special Agent, I’m aware that it is not uncommon for 
criminals to taunt law enforcement. I believe that in November 1978 when the found placard 
made the news, “DB Cooper” had some of the ransom money left over; he was smart enough 
not to spend it in the United States where it could be tracked. It’s quite likely he decided to “toy” 
with the FBI by planting this money where it would easily be discovered, on a river bank in an 
area highly trafficked by fishermen and picnickers. His doing so results in two things being 
accomplished. One, he gets to be in the news once again, after being out of the limelight for a 
number of years. Two, he gets to taunt the FBI, in a very similar way as the character played by 
Leonardo DiCaprio in the movie “Catch Me If You Can” *, also taunted the FBI. 
 
Q: What about the theory on the TV show that the plane avoided flying over Portland and 
flew 20 miles west, over the area the money was discovered? 
 
A:  With all due respect to those that believe in this theory, I just can’t buy into it. This theory is 
based on speculation that the pilot avoided flying over a populated area (Portland) because “DB 
Cooper” had shown a device to a flight attendant that he claimed to be a bomb. According to 
this theory, the pilot avoided Portland and flew the plane westbound 20 miles passing over Tena 
Bar, where the bundled money was discovered over eight years later. This theory is very 
plausible at first blush, but I don’t buy into it because it simply didn’t happen.  
 
   Here’s why the plane did not fly west from its original heading. The radio transcript between 
the pilot and Air Traffic Control (ATC) is 99 pages long and I have reviewed it many times. 
Nowhere in the transcript is there any conversation about deviating from flying south over 
Portland. One has to remember the airliner is flying at a relatively low altitude of 10,000 feet, in 
a corridor (Vector 23) that is commonly used by other aircraft.  A little known fact is ATC was 
quickly putting together the best route to fly to Reno at 10,000 feet while the airliner was flying to 
Portland. The typical route between Seattle and Reno required a minimum of 15,000 feet of 
elevation to clear mountains.  
 
   Under these circumstances, the pilot could not just “willy-nilly” decide to fly the plane 20 miles 
to the west. Additionally, the plane is flying under emergency conditions and every movement of 
the aircraft was being monitored and scrutinized by ATC. Had the pilot taken it upon himself to 
change heading and fly west, ATC would have been contacting him immediately and there is no 
conversation of this occurring in the transcripts. Also, “after the fact” radar tracks by both the 
FAA and US Air Force show the aircraft flew on Vector 23 without deviating, until it entered 
northern California airspace. Throw in the fact that ATC was trying to get the aircraft to Reno, 
Nevada the quickest and most direct way possible because of the high fuel burn, the end result 
is that the plane did not fly 20 miles out of its way (and 20 miles back) to deposit the bundles of 
money on the river bank, or anywhere near that location. Plain and simple, it didn’t happen. The 
money was planted on the riverbank in 1979 by someone, most likely “DB Cooper”. 
 
 



 
 
Q: How is the taunting similar to the movie “Catch Me If You Can”* ? 
 
A:  If you saw this movie, which was released during Christmas 2002, Leonardo DiCaprio 
played the role of con man, Frank Abagnale, Jr., who posed in many different roles, to include a 
doctor, a lawyer and an airline pilot. Additionally, Mr. Abagnale was involved in check fraud 
activity in the millions of dollars. In the movie, his character was pursued by an FBI Agent 
played by Tom Hanks. Over a multi-year period, DiCaprio’s character contacted Hanks’ 
character many times, taunting him that he couldn’t catch him, thus the show’s title, “Catch Me If 
You Can” *. 
 
     There appears to be a similar line of “taunting” by an individual that may very well be the 
skyjacker “DB Cooper”. During the first few weeks after the skyjacking, four letters from the 
same author were received by newspapers that appear to taunt law enforcement in general and 
the FBI in particular. These letters did not fit into the narrative of “DB Cooper” having 
parachuted over southern Washington state, but rather near Reno, Nevada. My belief is these 
letters were not taken seriously at the time and were essentially dismissed by my old agency. I 
was unaware of the letters until after I had finished putting together my theory that “DB Cooper” 
most likely parachuted in northern Nevada, not Washington state. Though the letters don’t 
confirm my theory, they certainly fit into my theory quite well. It’s very possible that the person 
known as “DB Cooper” had a very similar personality as Mr. Frank Abagnale, Jr., in the sense of 
taunting the FBI. Also, it should be noted that Mr. Abagnale was arrested a couple of years prior 
to the “DB Cooper” skyjacking. Perhaps intentionally or not, Mr. Abagnale’s exploits may have 
inspired “DB Cooper”. 
 
   Oh, I checked and Mr. Abagnale was in custody during the time “DB Cooper” hijacked the 
airliner. Curiously, the sending of letters by the author claiming to be “DB Cooper”, ceased after 
two weeks. This would make sense if he was active duty military and returned to his overseas 
duty assignment after visiting family for the Thanksgiving holiday. For more information on the 
letters, please review my theory, “DB Cooper, Step Out Of The Shadow’ at: 
https://retiredinvestigator.wordpress.com/ 
 
Q:  There seems to have been a lot of planning for this heist, were others involved? 
 
A:   No, as a military type operation there was no need to have others involved. “DB Cooper” 
kept to the “KISS” principle and conducted the entire operation himself. That is the key reason 
why I believe he has not been positively identified to this day. Based upon my theory the plan 
was very well thought out, but at the same time it was very simple for someone who was an 
experienced military parachutist. 
 
 
 



 
Q: In the TV show you did not find fault with your old organization, the FBI, why? 
 
A:  This skyjacking, with the hijacker successfully parachuting from the plane was a first in FBI 
history. At the time, we were not the “experts” in this kind of caper. Consequently, we had to rely 
on the FAA and the airline to provide a “best guess” where “DB Cooper” parachuted and landed. 
The “best guess” appeared logical at the time but did not lead to the arrest of the skyjacker nor 
of locating any of the money in the search area. Based upon my review of the evidence, I 
believe the “best guess” was in error. 
 
    Perhaps of interest, by the third day of filming the producer noted that I wasn’t finding fault 
with my organization, the FBI. She claimed I was being quite protective of the Bureau. When I 
explained that we had to rely on other organizations for a “best guess” as to where the skyjacker 
landed, she understood where I was coming from. 
 
Q: Can you explain how “DB Cooper” created a diversion over Washington state? 
 
A:   When the rear stairs are lowered from the aft (rear) area of the passenger compartment of 
the B-727, they lower by gravity, referred to as “free fall” in Boeing manuals. The air (slipstream) 
passing by the stairs during flight will keep them from dropping very far. A person walking down 
the stairs during flight will cause them to drop farther, but never to a fully locked position. During 
flight, when a person walks down the stairs the pilot will feel it on the flight deck, the nose of the 
plane will drop from level flight. Conversely, when the person’s weight is off the stairs, the 
slipstream will push the stairs back up, causing the nose of the aircraft to pitch up. 
 
   The pilots experienced the nose of the plane dropping, indicating to them “DB Cooper” had 
walked down the stairs. The pilots had time to trim the aircraft back to level flight. Minutes later, 
the nose of the plane oscillated up and down, as if the stairs were moving up and down. I 
believe “DB Cooper” stood on the stairs, facing the front of the aircraft, holding tightly to the 
handrails and jumped up and down on the stairs. (This was depicted a little differently on the TV 
show, it had him facing away from the front of the aircraft, not holding the handrails) With each 
jump his dead weight came off the stairs, the slipstream pushed the stairs up momentarily until 
he landed again and his weight pushed the stairs back down. After a few jumps to get the 
attention of the pilots, he simply walked back up the stairs and remained in the aircraft until it 
descended into the Reno airport. 
 
    My assertion is that under the “best guess” narrative, authorities erred in presuming the 
oscillation of the aircraft, in part, indicated “DB Cooper” parachuted from the plane over 
southern Washington state. 
 
  
 
 



 
Q: Were you both an FBI Agent and a U.S. Army paratrooper? 
 
A: Yes, after high school I served as a paratrooper in the Airborne / Infantry of the US Army’s 
82nd Airborne Division, at the tail-end of the Vietnam war. Years later, I entered the FBI as a 
Special Agent and served 24 years. Additionally, I have flying experience though never as a 
commercial pilot. I have logged solo flight time in both propeller aircraft and multi-engine jet 
aircraft. These three life’s experiences helped tremendously in looking at the skyjacking from 
the unique perspective of it being conducted as a military operation, not a traditional criminal 
act. 
 
For more information regarding my theory, visit: “DB Cooper: Step Out Of The Shadow” 
https://retiredinvestigator.wordpress.com/  
 
 
 
 * Motion picture “Catch Me If You Can”  
    During September 2017, I contacted Mr. Frank Abagnale Jr., whose real life character was 
played by Leonardo DiCaprio in the movie, “Catch Me If You Can”. I asked Mr. Abagnale if he 
would share his opinion of the actions by the person known as “DB Cooper”. In his response 
dated 20 September 2017, among other comments, he included:  
 
   “I thoroughly reviewed your letter and your theory and I believe you are 100% on 
target. If I was in fact DB Cooper, I would have done exactly what you outlined in your 
theory. 
 
    I appreciate you giving me the opportunity to review it and I wanted you to know that 
I’m 100% supportive of your theory as well as your conclusion to the type of personality 
DB Cooper has. Because of that personality, this would explain his reasoning behind 
the letters and trying to misdirect the Bureau’s investigators.” 
 
Sincerely, 
(signature) 
Frank W. Abagnale” 
 
 
I appreciate deeply Mr. Abagnale taking the time to respond to my query. 
 
  
 
 

https://retiredinvestigator.wordpress.com/


 


