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ould you like some more orange
I juice?’ was the first thing stewardess

Vesna Vulovic said when, in January

1972, she awoke in a hospital bed in
rural Czechoslovakia. ‘Maybe that's what I was serv-
ing at the time of the explosion,’ Vesna, now 52, sug-
gests as she recalls events of 30 years ago, when the
JAT flight from Stockholm to Belgrade via Copenhagen
was blown up at 33,330 feet by a terrorist bomb.,

Serbian-born Vesna was the archetypal air hostess.
Young, vivacious and sexy, she could have been the
‘Coffee, Tea Or Me' figure in any 70s airline ad.,

She never intended to be a stewardess, but the trave]
bug gripped her. On a summer visit to England after
school, she fell in love with London, its music and
clubs. A friend then suggested they go on 1o
stockholm together. But when Vesna telephoned her
parents from the Swedish capital, they were horrified.
“They thought of the drugs and the sex and, because
I was only 19, they made me come home.’

Vesna returned to a Yugoslavia that was enjoying
a burgeoning tourist trade under communist presiden;
Tito, and it was a turning point for her. In Belgrade
she met up with a friend who was a stewardess, ‘She
was in uniform, and looked so nice. She had just be
to London for the day. I had to fly,' she says.

On the wall of her Zagreb apartment is a fading
colour photograph of her in her JAT uniform.
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STORIES THE WORLD FORGOT

sign of life in one of the bodies protruding from the
wreckage. Vesna explains: ‘A colleague was lying over
me. My legs were in the plane and my head outside. A
galley trolley was smashing my backbone and hold-
ing me in place.’ Incredibly, she had survived the fall,

hey rushed her to a local hospital: ‘I was in a

coma for three days,' she says, deeply inhal-

ing her cigarette — she is by now chain-smok-

ing, obviously distressed at having to recall
the details of the event. After seven days, despite fears
of damage to her brain, she was moved to Prague by
helicopter. Paralysed from the waist down, almost
every bone in her body was broken.

Two weeks after the accident, the doctors told Vesna
what had actually happened. ‘Apparently I fainted
when I heard the news. 1 felt guilty I was alive, while
my colleagues and the passengers were dead.’

She still cannot remember being told. She remem-
bers nothing from one hour before the accident until
one month after it.

Seon after the incident, a fascist Croatian Nationalist
terror group calling itself Ustashe admitted they plant-
ed the bomb. ‘I was told all the terrorists were either
caught or killed, but as I had possibly been the only
witness to the bomber, 1 had an armed police guard
at my door. Every six hours they changed shift.’

Finally, in March, Vesna returned to Belgrade and
continued her hospitalisation close to her family. By
this time she had become a celebrity, and visitors had
to be limited to doctors, close family and the occa-
sional VIP, including President Tito’s wife. Vesna’s face
was regularly in the Yugoslav newspapers, and the
public followed her recuperation with avid interest.
By September of 1972, she was walking freely again
and, with the scars buried beneath her clothing, she
was able to return to normal life, although she had to
undergo extensive surgery o repair her spine.

Vesna's story spread well beyond the borders of
the former Yugoslavia, too. She was to claim her place
in the Guinness Book Of Records for surviving the high-
est fall. She returned to London to receive her award
on the same day as David Frost and Paul McCartney,
who were also in the book. Though it was several
years and 33,330-feet later, Vesna was at last standing
next to one of her idols and the reason she adored
England: the Beatles. ' told Paul it was because of
him I started flying. He was so nice. I got to know
Linda as well. We went to some parties together."

While Vesna herself now had celebrity status, she
still needed a job, and wanted to fly again. With no

recollection of the accident, she had no fear — and it
‘was what she had been trained to do.

The airline, however, had different ideas. ‘They said
I was not healthy enough to fly. The reality is they
didn’t want any more publicity about it. My flying
again would keep the incident in people’s memories.”
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she goes — and, indeed, appears in 4 ].V ‘0 astaUl-
for back-pain products. As we enter a Serbian rT. -
rant, the waiter suddenly looks at her and 5 10"-:}-
Vesna! followed by what I took to mean: ‘Can it re.lhy
be you? He had been a waiter at the hotel on the
coast where she had convalesced. He had not seen
her since 1972. :

The years have not been easy for her. She married
a few years after the accident, but now claims to be
‘happily diverced’. There are no children. Not because
of the accident. I did actually get pregnant, but it was
ectopic and had to be aborted. It was not to be. Once
again I was close to death but survived.’

Many would argue that Vesna was extremely lucky.
She thinks otherwise. ‘If I was lucky, then I wouldn'’t
have had the accident. My mother and father would
be alive. The accident ruined their lives, with all the
worry. The first years that I fought for my life, I really
don't know for what reason. Maybe I was born in the
wrong place. Yet everybody thinks I'm lucky — I'm not.’

Vesna's strength masks a yearning for a normal life.
While she parades her photos with Paul McCartn ey
and her Guinness Book Of Records award, and speaks
with passion about her years demonstrating against
Milosevic and her delight at his downfall, she
for what could have been.
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ment, with the potential to be i
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Can you ever really recover from such a traumatic
experience? Share your views at eve's website
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