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Navy P-3A, BuNo 152159, belonging to Patrol Squadron 17 (VP-17) stationed at 
NAS Barbers Point Hawaii crashed 3 August 1970 in Nevada.  The aircraft was 
on an extended navigation flight to the west coast and back when it ran into a 
thunderstorm after leaving Nellis AFB Nevada en route to San Diego CA.  
Witnesses on the ground saw a flash in the clouds and burning debris falling to 
the ground.  There were no survivors among the ten crewmembers aboard the 
plane. The Navy concluded that the aircraft was struck by lightning, but Lockheed 
determined that the breakup of the aircraft in flight was caused by structural 
overloading of the right wing from a positive high angle of attack condition.  
Lockheed concluded that it was the uncontrollable flight and the resultant 
stresses that caused the aircraft to disintegrate in flight. I wanted to come to a 
conclusion about what may have caused the plane to crash using modern 
accident investigation methods as well as historical data about the same type of 
aircraft that were not available at the time of the original investigation. I also had 
the benefit of having the completed original accident investigation report with its 
completed tests and conclusions. After reviewing all the data and visiting the 
crash site to see for myself first-hand the evidence at the site, I came to a new 
conclusion for the cause of the accident.  
 
Visit to the crash site:  
 
The wreck site was rediscovered a few years ago by an ex-Navy man 
researching VP-17 squadron history.  He put me in contact with locals who 
guided me to the site.  The search for the crash site began at 8am, 22 June 2007 
on a very hot dusty morning in the town of Search Light Nevada, located about 
70 miles from Las Vegas.  We headed out in into the desert in a Dune Buggy and 
an old Chevy Blazer.  
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Dune Buggy ( Wreck Chasing Vegas Style ) and an old Chevy Blazer  
 
As we drove to the site we passed by Mormon Tea bushes, Joshua trees and 
Pinon pines. I spotted a pair of Red Tailed hawks in a Joshua tree and hairless 
ground squirrels running to get out of the way of our dune buggy. Lucky no rattle 
snakes. I guess it was too hot for them. After about 15 miles from town and an 
hour of wild driving we reached the crash site main impact area. The elevation in 
the town of Search Light was 3400ô, at the wreck site the elevation was 4600ô.  
The temperature in town was 105 degrees and the temperature at the crash site 
was about 95 degrees. I spent only about two hours on site due to the heat. 
 

 
Scattered wreckage  at the main impact site, photo by Dave Trojan  
 



Wreckage is scattered over a mile and a half across the desert floor according to 
the accident report.  I explored the main impact area that included the center 
crew compartment section of the wreck.  By looking at the site wreckage, it 
definitely looked like the aircraft broke up in flight and was burning at the time it 
fell to the ground.  Splattered aluminum droplets were found on some rocks as 
evidence of the in-flight breakup. I found it strange that the crash site still 
contained a number of crew seats, steal aircraft parts, parachutes, fabric, and 
fiberglass, but little aluminum fragments. The aluminum must have been picked 
up by the recovery crew or aluminum scavengers. Interesting things found at the 
wreck site included an unbroken vacuum tube and an ASW equipment dial.   The 
largest piece found was an engine nacelle.  It made me wonder what else is out 
there undiscovered in the desert.  
 

 
Scattered parts  near the main impact site, photo by Dave Trojan  
 

 
#1 or #4 engine nacelle  at the crash site  



Memoria ls:  
 

   
Memorial in Searchlight NV  Dream catcher memorial at the crash site  
 
Thirty five years after the accident, family members gathered in the town of 
Search Light Nevada to remember the crew and place a permanent memorial to 
the crew members in the town.  Family members of the crew also placed a 
ceremonial hoop at the crash site in a tree that contained the names of all the 
men who had been aboard the plane. Each crewman's name was painted onto a 
separate feather and attached around the hoop with leather ties. It was made 
with respect for the men that they had lost and was prayed over before it was 
then hung in their memory.  The families knew that over time the feathers would 
break loose from the leather ties by the wind and blow away. When I visited the 
site all of the feathers had been blown away. I think this was the most 
sentimental memorial tribute that I have ever seen.  
 

 
Class ring found at crash site  

  
Another interesting story concerning this crash site is about how the ex-Navy 
man who first rediscovered the crash site found a High School class ring at the 


