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This is to document what happened on a skydiving jump I made on August 27, 2016, to document my 
lessons learned, help others avoid making a similar mistake, and learn other alternatives I could have 
considered.  The reason this jump is so significant is that I landed in trees and broke my left leg.   

Background and goals 

It was my 37th jump, a solo jump to work on getting away from formations and (ironically) practice 
landings.  I needed a couple more good landings to complete my A license, having already passed the 
written test and check out jump.  I had recently had a weak throw of the pilot chute, so I was also 
focusing on doing a good clean pull.  Winds were from the west about 10 mph on the ground, and 
clouds were not an issue.  I noticed that I’d be landing to the west, which gave the shortest amount of 
extra grass before the target X on the DZ.   

I was jumping from 13,500 feet; the first person out of the plane, followed by a group of 6-7 belly fliers.  
Before boarding they asked for clear separation from me since I was going to practice tracking.  I knew 
to track perpendicular to the plane’s flight path to avoid running into other skydivers. 

I was using a newly assembled rig, my first jump with that rig, using a Safire2 229 canopy.  Accordingly I 
planned some extra time to get used to the canopy.  

Exit and freefall 

I did a diving exit, and stabilized within 500 feet.  I planned to do three runs of (a 180 degree turn, track 
4-5 seconds, and do a practice touch).  The three practice runs went well.  I noticed that I was getting 
blown west of the DZ, so I did two of these three runs to the east to help compensate for the wind.  I 
was also thinking of the group of belly fliers, so I didn’t try to get east of the DZ so I didn’t run into them.   

Pull and canopy play 

About 6000 feet AGL I stopped the last run, and just held my position until 5000’.  I waved off and did a 
nice pull of the pilot.  Deployment of the main took quite a long time, as it unfurled what seemed slowly.  
The canopy passed the four S test (square canopy, straight suspension lines, slider in place, and 
steerable).  I steered briefly with the rear risers before releasing the brakes for the regular steering 
check.  After brake release, I immediately noticed that the canopy was far more sensitive to the toggles 
than the student canopies I had been flying.  Clearly this was a new world!  I noticed I was west of the DZ 
but figured I had plenty of time to make up for that.  This was a nearly fatal error.   

I did 90 and 180 degree turns left and right with full control movements, both to see how the canopy 
would behave and to fulfill another checkbox toward my license.  This canopy can turn on a dime 
compared to what I was used to!  I kept turning east to compensate for the wind during my experiments 



under canopy.   I saw the group of belly fliers opening up to the south of the DZ, so they were well clear 
of me.   

Time to pray 

By 2500’ I started heading toward the DZ, and used the old pilot trick to see what my glide path was.  I 
spotted the middle of the DZ, and waited to see if that spot rose or lowered after a few seconds.  It 
stayed in place, indicating that I was essentially on a very long final approach for the DZ if nothing else 
happened.   

The lack of reserve altitude made me nervous, so I looked under me for an alternate landing site.  
Everything under me was trees.  I looked around for other options, and saw nothing.  I reluctantly 
decided to aim for the DZ.  I made sure the brakes weren’t applied (arms up all the way) and only made 
the smallest corrections possible to keep on heading.   

I kept checking my track to the DZ, and realized that my target spot was moving closer and closer to the 
near edge of the DZ.  Crap.  I kept looking around and hoping for another landing choice, but didn’t see 
any.  I was nowhere near the golf course or fields, just acres of trees under me. 

As I got closer to the DZ, my altitude was running out fast.  Immediately in front of me was an 
outcropping of trees, so around 100’ I made a gentle turn to the left to aim for the closest patch of grass 
I could find.  My new target was reachable.  I might have a crappy grass landing, but I could clear the 
trees. 

About 20’ above the trees, a big downdraft hit me and my canopy.  That was it.  I knew I couldn’t reach 
the grass.  I was going to have to make a tree landing. 

Landing 

I had just refreshed my emergency procedures for taking the written test, so I knew we were supposed 
to aim for a tree trunk and hold onto it so we didn’t fall through the branches.  I looked at all the trees 
near where I was going to land, and saw they were only 5-6” in diameter and spaced fairly far apart from 
each other.  I doubted any of them were strong enough to hold my 200+ lbs of me and rig.   

I had very low ground speed because of the wind, so I didn’t try to flare above the trees (are you 
supposed to flare in a tree landing?? I never thought to ask.)   I couldn’t reach any of the trees near me, 
and fell through the trees surrounded by a ring of 5-6 trees all of which were out of reach. 

As I fell through the trees I prepared for a hard PLF, and heard many small branches breaking under me.  
About 10’ off the ground there was a loud snap as a larger branch hit my left shin.  I later realized that 
they broke each other. 

My right leg took the brunt of my fall, and I rolled to the left a little and came to a stop on the ground. 

Aftermath 

As soon as I was on the ground, I looked at my left foot and realized it was in an unnatural position 
relative to that leg.  Having been an EMT, I realized it was almost certainly broken.  Nothing else felt off 
or painful, which was surprising by itself.  I knew I was in direct line of sight from the deck on the DZ, so I 
knew people would be coming soon for me.   



Then the pain hit.  I had had a broken leg three times in my childhood, but those were all done 
surgically, so I woke up under pain medication.  This time I got to experience just how much pain you 
can feel, compounded by the humiliation of having made a massive stupid error in front of my skydiving 
peers.  I focused on managing the pain as well as I could, and controlling my breathing.  It seemed like 
forever before people came from the DZ, and I told them I had a broken leg.  I cried and sobbed like I 
had never done in my life.  I briefly considered if I should restrain myself for fear of scaring people on 
the deck.  I decided fuck it, I wasn’t going to censor myself.  Besides, the deck was a long ways away. 

All the obvious emergency procedures took over – calling 911, getting paramedics on site, etc.  
Fortunately there was an orthopedic physician among the skydivers, and he examined my left leg and 
set the bone even before the paramedics arrived, and he advised them until my ambulance left the DZ.  
Thank you!!!!   

Other skydivers disconnected my RSL to release my main canopy alone, and eased the rig off of me.  
Apparently my canopy made it to the ground and was resting behind me.  One kind soul stayed with me 
and held my hand while I waited for the paramedics to arrive.  That human touch was also priceless.  
Thank you!  I’m sorry if I bruised your hand from squeezing it so hard!   The jumpmaster Range was 
there, and I was quietly terrified he’d start yelling at me for being so stupid.  Thankfully he didn’t.   

The paramedics arrived eventually, and given my training I knew every step they were taking.  
Amazingly, other than the broken leg, I had zero other injuries.  My flight suit probably takes most of the 
credit for that.  That, and I did a good PLF with one leg.   

Recovery 

I was taken to the Cooper hospital in Camden.  
They operated the next day to fix my left leg.  A 
‘medullary nail’ was inserted along my entire left 
tibia (Figure 1), so essentially I’m becoming 
Wolverine.  My left fibula was also broken twice, 
plus a hairline fracture, but since that bone isn’t 
weight-bearing, the parts were just lined up to 
heal on their own. 

A walking cast was used stabilize everything.  A 
nice feature of that is that it’s weight-bearing, so 
I can recover faster.  Healing a broken bone takes 
8-12 weeks.  

 

 
Figure 1.  My lower left leg after a medullary nail 

was inserted in the tibia 
 

 



PE surprise 

Healing was progressing nicely, until about a month after surgery, when I woke up in the middle of the 
night barely able to breathe.  Turned out a blood clot from the broken leg had gone into my lower right 
lung, causing a pulmonary embolism (PE).  As a result, I’ll be on blood thinners for three months or more 
to break up the clot and prevent others from forming.  Being on blood thinners will also keep me from 
soccer or skydiving during that time. 

Analysis 

A lot of things led to the negative outcome for this jump. 

 The biggest problem was not addressing the wind issue as soon as my canopy was open and 
good.  I had plenty of altitude to get to the DZ, I just was too focused on other tasks.  I have 
never seen emphasis on 1) get TO the holding area THEN 2) do other stuff under canopy as you 
wish or need to.  Maybe this was in the curriculum and it wasn’t a big issue before, but this jump 
certainly brought it home.  In short: 
IF ANY OF THE CRITICAL STEPS OF THE JUMP (plane exit, free fall, canopy opening, landing) ARE 
THREATENED, THROW OUT THE PLAN FOR THAT JUMP UNTIL THEY ARE RESOLVED. 

 I planned to do too much in one jump.  Historically my bad jumps have always occurred when I 
had very complex plans for what I’m trying to accomplish with that jump, that I forget the 
critical safety basics.  This is partly due to being too goal-oriented (wanting to check off X, Y, or Z 
for this jump). 

 Should have I considered other options for a landing zone?  Maybe the overrun area of runway 
9-27, where there is short grass?  What about going downwind?   

 The fact that I had a new (to me) canopy was distracting.  I was very reluctant to land offsite 
with a new canopy, but under the circumstances maybe it wouldn’t have been a bad option.  All 
I saw were a lot of ^*&%^^#$%@# trees everywhere.  Were there good options further to the 
west? 

 The other group of skydivers were a small distraction.  I don’t think any of my decisions were 
strongly impacted by them, but I was thinking about them several times. 

 On landing, should I have flared?  Aimed for a specific tree even if I didn’t think it could hold me 
up?   

What else did I miss?  Thoughts?  Advice? 

 

 


