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Delta placed its initial order for 30 MD-88s, often called "Mad Dogs,” in January 1986
with options for 50 more. Eight of the planes were delivered as model MD-82, the
forerunner to the MD-88 and later modified by Delta to the more advanced flight deck
of the MD-88 configuration.
The MD-88 first entered the Delta fleet in January 1988, serving Austin, Birmingham,
Cincinnati, Jackson, Dallas/Ft. Worth, Houston, Oklahoma City, Little Rock, Shreveport
and Washington, D.C. The final MD-88 was delivered in December 1993.
Developed from the original Douglas DC-9, the 149-seat MD-88 had twice the
passenger capacity of the first version, and modernized engines and avionics. The
aircraft’s updated "glass cockpit" boasted digital displays powered by cathode ray
tubes was advanced at the time. It also featured aerodynamics improvements found on
the earlier MD-82, including a redesigned tail cone.
The aircraft also had a 22-inch wide aisle in the coach cabin and handrails along the
edge of the overhead bins to offer additional comfort and safety for customers and
crews moving through the cabin.
As of February this year, prior to the coronavirus-driven fleet reduction, there were 47
MD-88s operating.
The MD-88 served a number of special missions during its time at Delta. Just last year,
as hurricanes devastated parts of the Bahamas, the MD-88 was used on a humanitarian
mission to bring supplies and evacuate residents off the islands, as the flight crew
recounted in this NPR interview. *
*Burress, Jim, “Delta Air Lines Crew Reflects On Piloting Hurricane Relief Flights To
Bahamas,” WABE, September 16, 2019, https://www.wabe.org/delta-air-lines-crew-reflectson-piloting-hurricane-relief-flights-to-bahamas/ (Story is also attached at the end of this
document)
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Delta was the launch customer for the 158-seat MD-90, which entered commercial
service in April 1995 between Dallas and Reno. Some of the first cities scheduled for
MD-90 service included Dallas/Fort Worth, Atlanta, Nashville, Newark, Reno and
Jackson.
As the MD-88’s successor, the MD-90 improved Delta’s cost performance by saving fuel
and carrying larger loads while minimizing environmental impact through less noise and
reduced emissions. The aircraft offered Delta flexibility to provide passenger and cargo
services in a wide variety of operating environments since the aircraft performed very
well at hot and high-altitude airports, making it possible for Delta to
schedule the aircraft for operations throughout North America—for short-haul and
longer routes.
Delta initially purchased the MD-90 to replace its Boeing 727's, but when McDonnell
Douglas was bought by Boeing in 1997, Delta canceled the rest of its MD-90s and
began purchasing the Boeing 737-800. Post-bankruptcy, Delta expanded the MD-90
fleet between 2009 and 2013 when it purchased and refurbished 49 used MD-90s. The
addition of these aircraft helped Delta rebound after bankruptcy.
As of February, prior to the coronavirus-driven fleet reduction, there were 29 MD-90s
operating.
Source: MD-88 & MD-90 Fun Facts from Delta news release “Delta’s MD-88 and MD-90
‘Mad Dogs’ to touch down one last time,” May 29, 2020.

Delta Air Lines Crew Reflects On Piloting Hurricane Relief Flights To
Bahamas
JIM BURRESS • SEP 16, 2019, WABE, https://www.wabe.org/delta-air-lines-crew-reflects-on-pilotinghurricane-relief-flights-to-bahamas/

The crew of Delta flights 9994/9995 pose in front of the MD-88 aircraft they piloted to bring relief
supplies in, and evacuees out, of the hurricane-ravaged Bahamas. Seen here are, left to right, Captain
Carl Nordin; Flight Attendant Sergij Novak, General Manager-Inflight Field Operations; Flight Attendant
Alexis Garcia, Field Service Manager, Ft Lauderdale/Miami; First Officer Erica Jefcoat, Flight Operations
Duty Manager; Flight Attendant Christi Jackson Field Service Manager, Atlanta; Captain Michael Sweat,
Lead Line Check Airman, MD88/90.
CREDIT COURTESY OF CAPT. CARL NORDIN, DELTA AIR LINES

One recent Friday night Capt. Carl Nordin got a call.

Nordin, a Delta Air Line chief line check pilot for the MD-80/90-series aircraft, learned
Delta executives had tapped a “Mad Dog” (as the aircraft are known), to handle relief flights
to the hurricane-ravaged Bahamas.
The decision to use the MD-88 was one of prudence.

With what Hurricane Dorian left of the island nation days earlier, an easy rear entry/exit
option that wasn’t dependent on a ground crew amounted to an insurance policy. The MD88 has built-in stairs at the rear of the fuselage. Decision made.
“I knew it was going to be a difficult type of mission,” Nordin said, reflecting on that initial
phone call. “It’s important that I be part of it.”

Delta tapped this 32-year-old MD-88, seen here at Ft. Lauderdale Intl. Airport, to fly a relief mission to
the Bahamas mostly because it had a feature no other aircraft in the airline’s fleet had–rear steps built
into the fuselage. (courtesy of Capt. Carl Nordin, Delta Air Lines)

Delta gave Nordin the latitude to pick his own crew. And all morning Saturday he’d been
communicating with First Officer Erica Jefcoat, who was pulling a shift on the desk as duty
pilot. Jefcoat had been a conduit between Delta and the seasoned pilot. At the close of one
of the briefings, Jefcoat said without much thought, “Let me know how I can help.”
It was a genuine offer, although she wasn’t exactly expecting him to take her up on it—at
least not to the degree he did.
Nordin asked her to co-pilot the flight.

“It takes a lot of moving parts to get a Delta plane anywhere,” Jefcoat said. “It also takes a
lot of moving parts to get me anywhere, because my whole village has to kind of step in and
cover,” she added, noting her two young children and husband — a pilot himself — are
involved in the coordination.

Jefcoat said her family had initial concerns over her safety, but that after talking it through,
they were satisfied she’d be okay. Jefcoat agreed. She left Delta’s Hapeville headquarters
early Saturday afternoon, dashed home to the north side to pack her bags, and was back at
the airport, in the cockpit and ready to take off, in less than four hours.
For Delta field service manager Christi Jackson, the phone call came at about 1 p.m.
Saturday. She was getting her hair done and used the rest of the time in the hairdresser’s
chair to coordinate her plans.

Four hours later and she too was at the airport with suitcase in hand. Delta had called on
Jackson a few times over the years to assist on relief flights, so she was familiar with the
process. So instead of focusing on what she needed, Jackson said she turned her attention
to anticipate her passengers’ needs.

“I was just concerned about [how] we’re going to meet their expectations and take care of
the customers because they had been through a lot of trauma,” Jackson said. “But we want
to lessen what they had gone through by providing them customer service, compassion,
and love on our aircraft.”

After a supply stop in Fort Lauderdale, the crew was on their way to the Bahamas. Nordin
said 20 Delta employees at all levels were on the 53-minute flight. It took that many, he
said, to make the mission work. And as the 149-seat MD-88 banked left on final approach to
Leonard M. Thompson International, Capt. Nordin noticed as much of what wasn’t there as
what was.
“It’s a short, narrow runway,” Nordin said of Marsh Harbor, noting the narrowness of the
runway meant additional restrictions.
With taxiways just 50-feet wide, Nordin said it was anything but a normal operating
environment.

“And, of course, we didn’t know what the conditions were on the ground, either” he noted.

There were no painted markers or centerline on the runway, and no glide slope
information to tell pilots if they’re too high or too low in the critical moments coming in for
a landing.
“So it was all a little concerning,” Nordin said.

First Officer Jefcoat’s primary concern involved communicating. She said all over the
Bahamas, lots of aircraft dotted the airspace. But with no control tower to safely separate
the aircraft. it’s up to each plane to announce where it is and to keep away from other
nearby aircraft. That undertaking was enough to keep Jefcoat’s plate full. Often, she said,
she’d go to announce the aircraft’s position, only to hear another pilot beat her to the
frequency by a millisecond.

For the 32-year-old MD-88 screaming toward the runway at 150 miles an hour, there’s a lot
that could go wrong in such a scenario. And quickly.
“There wasn’t a lot to see flying in, immediately around the airport,” Jefcoat noted of the
conditions at Marsh Harbor. There was a lot of debris on the airfield itself, although the
runway was clear, she said.

At Marsh Harbor’s airport, evidence of Hurricane Dorian’s strength remained a week after the storm hit
the Bahamas. The runways, however, were clear and usable. (courtesy of Capt. Carl Nordin, Delta Air
Lines)

With no markers, no instruments, and asphalt half as long as runway they took off from, it
was anything but a typical landing. But the crew got the flight down early on the runway
without incident.
And that’s when Jefcoat’s thoughts shifted from the front of the plane to those who would
soon occupy the back—folks evacuating their homes.
“Are we able to meet the needs of these people, other than just taking them out of here?”
she said, worried that her crew’s efforts weren’t enough.

Amid the airport’s snapped trees and scattered debris stood lines of people, each eager to
get off the island and to a more stable location. The Delta aircraft was packed with relief

supplies, which crews quickly unloaded to free up space for at least some of those waiting
in line.
Jefocat knew that process would take a few hours.

“There’s a lot of hurry up and wait,” she said, pausing to wipe tears from her eyes. It’s in
those moments that “you step out of being a Delta pilot.” Jefcoat said when that happened,
she took a moment to look around, touched by the spirit of the mothers and their
children. As the tears flowed, Jeffcoat said the whole experience humbled her.

As those evacuating Marsh Harbor boarded Delta’s plane for Nassau–thankful to finally be
getting out—Delta Field Service Manager Cristi Jackson’s face offered a warm, welcoming
smile. It’s her nature. She handed toys and candy out to the children, whom, afterall, were
her passengers.
After the 47-minute jaunt to Nassau and bidding farewell to the departing passengers, the
MD-88 crew flew the aircraft to its Ft. Lauderdale base for the night.
None of them slept.

They couldn’t, they said, because the day’s events weighted so heavily on their minds.

That was Sunday. The next day, they repeated the events before returning home to Atlanta.
It took an “incredible amount of coordination to try and pull this off,” Capt. Nordin
said. “Really, it’s just overwhelming to think about how complex it was. But the ability to
do it–and the fact that we did do it–is really a heartwarming moment for me,” Nordin
added.
And if the phone were to ring right now with the same request, would they do it again?
Without hesitation, and in unison, the trio offered a convincing “Yes.”

