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BY MAHAM JAVAID

I n a video circulated on social 
media, the sole survivor of Air 
India Flight 171 appears to 

limp away from the crash site, 
passing emergency workers and 
onlookers. “The plane exploded,” 
he repeats, gesturing backward.

Two hundred forty-one people 
aboard the plane and dozens on 
the ground in Ahmedabad, India, 
didn’t survive the crash shortly 
after takeoff Thursday. But Brit-
ish national Viswashkumar 
Ramesh, 40, walked away with 
relatively few physical injuries.

In that moment, he joined a 
short list of survivors whose sto-
ries have captured attention after 
aviation disasters: seemingly mi-
raculous instances of people who 
survived when nearly everyone 
else aboard died, through unlike-
ly twists of fate.

Ramesh told reporters that he 
managed to leave through the 
emergency exit next to his seat, 
11A, during a brief moment of 
possibility. But “I don’t know how 
I survived,” he told reporters.

Here are some stories of simi-
larly improbable survival.

Zafar Masud, Pakistan 
International Airlines, 2020

Zafar Masud, then 50, was 
flying from Lahore to Karachi on 
Pakistan International Airlines 
Flight 8303 to spend the holiday 
of Eid al-Fitr with his parents in 
May 2020. After a balked landing, 
as the plane was again about to 
touch down, it “began to shake,” 
he told The Washington Post in a 
conversation after last week’s Air 
India crash.

Almost the next thing he re-
members is six or seven rescuers 
pulling him from the wreckage in 
Karachi’s Model Colony, roughly 
a mile from the airport, as pieces 
of the plane continued to fall 
around them.

But before his rescue, Masud 
remembers a sense that he was 
standing in a court being asked to 
judge his own life and decide if 
the good he had done overshad-
owed his mistakes.

Masud was one of two people 
who survived the crash, which 
killed 97 others aboard the Air-
bus A320. Most bodies were 
burned so badly that they had to 
be identified by their DNA.

The plane exploded upon im-
pact. Masud believes he must 
have fallen out before the fire of 
the explosion reached him. “Oth-
erwise, how is it possible that I 
am partially but not completely 
burned,” he said. He was found 
unconscious, strapped to his 
plane seat, on the hood of a car, 
according to Dawn, a Pakistani 
newspaper.

Masud has pondered a similar-
ity in where three crash survivors 
were seated: himself; Muham-
mad Zubair, the other survivor on 
his flight; and Ramesh.

“Maybe it’s because we were all 
relatively close to an exit,” he said. 
“But I don’t really know if there’s 
anything connecting these 
events.”

Given that each crash is differ-
ent, the notion that a passenger’s 
seat number on the plane deter-
mines their chances of surviving 
a crash is an urban myth, experts 
say. “When there’s a single survi-

vor like this, there is nothing you 
can do to be that person,” Graham 
Braithwaite, director of aero-
space and aviation at Britain’s 
Cranfield University, told The 
Post.

After physically recovering 
from the crash, Masud was beset 
by a paralyzing pressure to make 
a positive impact on the world. 
His therapist has helped him 
navigate some of that, he said.

“The real helpers were my 

family, friends and colleagues,” 
Masud said. “They pulled me out 
of the mental wreckage I was in 
after the crash.”

Because Masud, president of 
one of Pakistan’s largest banks, 
has no memories of the “crunch 
time of the crash,” he said he has 
not developed a fear of flying. 
He still travels by air domesti-
cally in Pakistan and feels “safe 
and comfortable” on long-haul 
flights.

Mailén Díaz Almaguer, 
Cubana de Aviación, 2018

At first, Mailén Díaz Almaguer 
did not remember the May 2018 
crash near Havana’s José Martí 
International Airport that killed 
all 112 others aboard.

After the crash, she experi-
enced “fragmented memory,” 
which at times made her think 
she had been in a car accident 
and not a plane crash, said Este-
ban Reyes, a primary physician at 

one of Havana’s largest hospitals, 
the Miami Herald reported.

For a while, she couldn’t speak 
because of medical complica-
tions. Her spine was injured, and 
she had to have her left leg 
amputated below the knee.

Díaz Almaguer was flying do-
mestically from Havana to her 
hometown of Holguín when the 
plane crashed shortly after take-
off. The Boeing 737-200 and crew 
were chartered from a Mexican 

company by Cuba’s national air-
line, Cubana de Aviación, because 
of a lack of Cuban-owned aircraft, 
the Associated Press reported.

Three people were thought to 
have survived the crash, but Gre-
tell Landrove Font, 23, and Emi-
ley Sánchez De la O, 40, died in 
the hospital from crash-related 
injuries, the Miami Herald re-
ported.

Since the crash, Díaz Almaguer 
has been sharing her physical 
and mental progress on social 
media. She is still relearning how 
to stand and has become a sym-
bol of hope and perseverance for 
Cubans, according to CiberCuba.

“The idea is to enjoy life with 
all its nuances,” she posted on 
Instagram in May 2024, describ-
ing how the sun looked heart-
shaped to her because she was 
willing to see love everywhere. 
“Today I enjoy it.”

Díaz Almaguer did not re-
spond to an interview request.

Bahia Bakari, Yemenia 
Airways, 2009

Bahia Bakari, a French citizen, 
was 12 when she clung to airplane 
debris to stay afloat in the Indian 
Ocean for more than 10 hours 
after a Yemenia Airways flight 
crashed off the Comoros islands, 
a former French colony, killing 
152 others on board, including 
her mother.

Her father, Kassim Bakari, said 
she was ejected from the Airbus 
A310 jet into the ocean without 
life-threatening injuries, Agence 
France-Presse reported at the 
time.

Bakari, who was traveling with 
her mother to attend her grandfa-
ther’s wedding, told her survival 
story to a French court in May 
2022, the Guardian reported.

She remembered “the taste of 
jet fuel” in her mouth, she told 
the court. Those in attendance 
included 100 family members 
and friends of the victims.

Bakari and her mother left 
Paris on June 29, 2009. After a 
layover in Sanaa, Yemen’s capital, 
they began the final leg of their 
journey to Moroni, the capital 
city of the Comoros, a group of 
volcanic islands between Mada-
gascar and the African mainland.

During the descent, Bakari 
“felt something like an electric 
shock go through my body,” she 
told the court. She doesn’t re-
member how she went from be-
ing seated in the plane to being in 
the water.

The Yemeni airline’s represen-
tative did not attend the trial, 
citing the country’s civil war. In 
September 2022, the airline was 
charged with involuntary homi-
cide and ordered to pay $225,045, 
Reuters reported.

Bakari remembered trying and 
failing to climb on the largest 
piece of debris she could reach, 
and hearing voices calling for 
help, but she couldn’t see any-
thing except water around her, 
the Guardian reported. She re-
membered falling asleep while 
afloat in the water, holding onto a 
piece of debris.

Until she was taken to Moroni 
and a psychologist told her that 
she was the only survivor, Bakari 
had believed she was the only 
passenger to have fallen out of 
the plane, the Guardian reported.

Air India passenger joins a short list 
of unlikely air crash survivors 

Viswashkumar Ramesh, who walked away with relatively few injuries, is among  those spared by fate
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BRASÍLIA — President Luiz Iná-
cio Lula da Silva is worried about 
his legs.

The Brazilian leader has be-
come “obsessed” with strength-
ening his leg muscles, one long-
time aide said, so his gait never 
betrays the truth: that on the 
cusp of turning 80, he is now an 
old man.

During the 2022 campaign, he 
gritted his way through a painful 
hip condition but waited to tell 
the public — and to undergo hip 
replacement surgery — until he 
was back in the presidential pal-
ace. Weeks later, he was showing 
off his leg workouts in a video 
posted on social media. After 
suffering a bad fall in the bath-
room last year, he was soon back 
in his exercise gear, with a word 
about mobility.

“Do leg exercises,” Lula said. 
“Do lots of leg exercises.”

But such displays of vitality 
have failed to temper concerns 
about his age. Recent polls show 
two-thirds of voters are worried 
about Lula’s health, and their 
concern is shared by a number of 
the president’s political allies and 
advisers, seven of whom spoke to 
The Washington Post on the con-
dition of anonymity to candidly 
describe their impressions. They 
say Lula is largely the same but is 
now slower to make decisions, far 
more irritable and struggling to 
keep up with a changing Brazil.

Despite the public and private 
consternation about his advanc-
ing age, the leftist is expected to 
soon launch his campaign for a 

record fourth presidential term, 
which, if successful, would keep 
him in office until he’s 85 years 
old.

His likely decision to renege on 
an earlier promise to step aside 
after his current term has drawn 
uncomfortable comparisons with 
former U.S. president Joe Biden, 
whose determination to run for 
reelection despite his visible en-
feeblement remains a matter of 
intense scrutiny and recrimina-
tion inside the Democratic Party. 
Like Biden, the Brazilian leader 
has not cultivated a clear political 
heir.

“This is Lula’s own fault,” said a 
senior leader of the president’s 
Workers Party. “It’s a messianic 
thing he has where he thinks no 
one else can get the job done like 
he can.”

Lula’s press office did not re-
spond to a request for comment.

In public, Lula still appears 
sharp and in command of the 
facts. The famously charismatic 
politician speaks forcefully and 
moves with the vigor of a much 
younger man.

“I have the energy of a 30-year-
old,” he once quipped, “and the 
lust of a 20-year-old.”

In 2022, Lula, who had already 
served two terms as president 
and left office enormously popu-
lar, mounted his political come-
back by styling himself as a se-
nior statesman. He vowed to 
restore political stability to a 
country that had been devastated 
by the coronavirus and to defeat 
President Jair Bolsonaro, whom 
he called a unique threat to 
Brazilian democracy.

Since that victory, however, he 

has not engendered the same 
widespread adoration. His ap-
proval ratings, according to two 
major polls this month, have 
sunk to record lows.

“This is an antiquated govern-
ment,” said Thomas Traumann, a 
political analyst. “A good part of 
the population did not vote to 
bring back the Lula era. They did 
it just to get rid of Jair Bolsonaro.”

Now, polls show, a plurality of 
Brazilians say governance was 
better under Bolsonaro.

With less than 18 months until 
the next presidential election, 
progressives say the president 
has left them with few options. 
Allies and advisers readily con-
cede that Lula is diminished. He 
speaks often about death and 
mortality. He has bouts of dizzi-
ness. But they’re convinced the 

aging leftist still gives them the 
best shot in 2026, contending 
with an electorate that remains 
deeply conservative.

“It won’t be easy to win with 
Lula,” said close ally Emidio de 
Souza. “But it would be impossi-
ble to win without him.”

Brazilian journalists have a 
name for this political quagmire: 
O efeito Biden, “The Biden ef-
fect.”

Lula’s recent struggles repre-
sent new territory for a politician 
whose popular touch has rarely 
been in doubt. Born into poverty 
in Brazil’s northeast, he rose from 
the factory floor to national 
prominence through eloquence 
and persistence. He ran for presi-
dent and lost three times before 
finally winning in 2002, becom-
ing Brazil’s first working-class 

president. During two consecu-
tive terms, the economy boomed 
and his approval rating eclipsed 
80 percent. Barack Obama de-
scribed Lula as “the most popular 
politician on Earth.”

His love affair with the Brazil-
ian people cooled once he was out 
of office. His chosen successor, 
Dilma Rousseff, was brought 
down by allegations of financial 
wrongdoing. Then an extensive 
corruption probe tarred his party 
and ultimately led to his own 
conviction and imprisonment. 
Lula, who denied the allegations 
against him, was released in 2019 
and quickly renewed his pursuit 
of the presidency.

But once he got there — barely 
defeating Bolsonaro — it became 
clear to his closest advisers that 
he had changed. And so had 
Brazil. His consensus-building 
style of governance no longer 
seemed suited for an increasingly 
polarized country where voters 
inhabited completely different 
media ecosystems.

“He understands polarization, 
but he doesn’t know how to deal 
with it,” a prominent Workers 
Party leader said.

Instead, he has seemed far 
more preoccupied with interna-
tional relations, some aides said. 
Rarely does a month go by when 
he’s not jetting around the world 
to meet with other global leaders. 
In two and a half years in office, 
according to a count by Poder 
360, he has spent 114 days outside 
of Brazil.

“In the beginning of 2024, I 
told Lula, ‘Why aren’t you more 
popular?’” a congressional ally 
said. “And he called me a pessi-

mist. He didn’t seem connected 
to the problems, but that’s Lula in 
his third term: impatient, self-re-
liant and oblivious.”

Lula’s age, aides agreed, is an 
unresolvable problem, creating 
the perception that the left in 
general, and his party in particu-
lar, are ill-equipped to lead the 
country into the future.

“The Workers Party has gotten 
old alongside Lula,” said a former 
cabinet member under Rousseff. 
“It’s now a party of old people 
who don’t talk to and don’t have 
programs for young people.”

That sentiment was clear in 
recent interviews with 16 people, 
from the parks of Rio de Janeiro 
to the shopping malls of Brasília. 
A few voters said Lula’s age was 
not a concern. “He’ll be more 
experienced,” reasoned Michele 
Gomes, 37, a nanny.

But most believed his age was 
disqualifying.

Rian Santino, 20, said he didn’t 
feel represented by someone as 
old as his grandfather. “He 
should step aside,” the florist 
said.

Renato Mile, 37, looked across 
the fruit he was selling and shook 
his head at the thought of Lula. 
“It’s over, man,” he said. “That’s 
enough already.”

Nearby, William Laino, 27, 
puffed on a cigarette. He said it 
hurt to admit as a progressive, 
but he no longer felt inspired by 
Lula, whose ideas weren’t com-
municated as clearly as they once 
were.

“I’ll still vote for him though,” 
he said, blowing out smoke with a 
sigh. “He’s the only viable option 
who’s not hard right.”

In Brazil, a familiar question: Is the president too old to run again?
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Brazilian President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, 79, is considering a 
bid for a fourth term in office, despite a past promise to step aside.

ChrIStophEr FurloNG/GEtty ImaGES

The mother of Viswashkumar Ramesh, the sole British survivor of the Air India Flight 171, is helped to a bus in Britain so she could travel 
to see  Viswashkumar and deal with the death of  son Ajay, who was also aboard. “I don’t know how I survived,” Ramesh told reporters.
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Bahia Bakari was ejected into the ocean from a Yemenia Airways 
Airbus A310 without life-threatening injuries during a 2009 crash.
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Bakari, who was 12 at the time of the crash, testified during a court 
hearing that she remembered “the taste of jet fuel” in her mouth.


