


Apr. 25, 1980 

Mesquite, Texas 

Aircraft #151975/RF01 

(Pilot) Lt.Col Burton P. Sperry III 

(RSO) Capt. Michael S. Fagan 

Cause: Inflight collision with another RF-4B. 

 

Courtesy Of Lee R. De Haven 

On 24 April VMFP-3 was preparing to deploy a detachment of nine RF-4B's to Homestead AFB, Florida. 

This constituted the bulk of the Main Body and may have been undertaken while the runways at MCAS, 

El Toro were undergoing scheduled repair/resurfacing. An all aircrew briefing was conducted to cover 

the enroute procedure and formation procedures; including among other topics the proper procedure in 

case of 'loss of visual contact' in inclement weather. 

 

At 0600 hours local time on 25 Aril, aircrew met in the squadron Ready room for their final briefing. The 

first of three flights of three RF-4Bs each was manned by: Lt.Col. Burton P. Sperry III, Pilot (having just 

assumed command of the squadron on 12 bApril) Capt. Michael S. Fagen, RSO, in RF-4B 151975/RF01; 

Capt. John E. Hill, Pilot/1Lt. William D. Lauerman, RSO in RF-4B 153101/RF20; and 1Lt. Reed L. Olson, 

Pilot/CWO4 Darrel H. Cook, RSO, manning the third (unidentified) RF-4B. 

 

There was some last minute maintenance/repair work performed on the RSO's seat pan in 151975/RF01, 

after which the flight proceeded to take off.Shortly after launch, Lt.Col. Sperry passed the flight lead to 

Capt. Hill (153101/RF-20) due to instrument problems and possible gyro difficulties in 151975. The flight 

proceeded to NAS Dallas, Texas, ending with an uneventful landing. Taking a breather, aircrews 

rechecked the enroute weather-- due to thunderstorms building up in the area of the original flight path, 

the flight changed their flight path to a more northerly route. The flight briefed again with Capt. 

Hill/RF20 now the flight leader; the flight was to remain clear of the clouds. 

 

Meanwhile, the aircrew in Dash 2 made safe ejections. Capt. Fagan ejected through the rear canopy; the 

oxygen supply then failed to activate due to a flaw in the design of the activator switch; then the drogue 

slug struck the NES-8B parachute canopy, tearing a hole in one panel. He suffered a minor concussion 

and separated shoulder--he was transported from the scene by civilian ambulance. Lt.Col Sperry was 

located by a civilian policeman on routine patrol; he then apparently returned to NAS Dallas aboard the 

Marine Reserve MAG-41 Sikorsky CH-53 Sea Stallion helicopter dispatched to the scene. 

 

The majority of the wreckage debris of RF-4B 151975 was buried in a deep crater, restricting accessibility 

for investigators. Between the point of the mid-air collision and ground impact further along only the 

front canopy, ejection seats and the aircrew were recovered. Other debris fell over a 2 sq. mi. populated 

area with resulting civilian and public property damage. 

 

RF-4B 151975 was destroyed after only 1,346.6 flight hours (3 major overhauls) on the airframe as 

compared to the 3,192.3 hours on RF-4B 153103 (5 major overhauls) The low flight hours was a result of 

the years spent in storage at Davis Monthan AFB, Arizona. RF-4B 153103 underwent repair at NAS Dallas 



through pre-flight and the functional check flight. A combination of 1,100 manhours by personnel from 

VMFP-3 (300 manhours) and a NARF team (800 manhours) were spent, at a total cost of $111.613. 

 

Aircrew Stats: 

Total Lt.Col. Sperry-4,545 (407 in the RF-4B) Capt. Fagen-1,022 (902 in RF-4B), Capt. Hill-896 (554), 1Lt. 

Lauerman-224 (73), The Instrument Card Type Expiration Date: Lt.Col. Sperry-Special through 30/01/81; 

Capt. Fagan, No Current; Capt. Hill, standard through 31/01/81; 1Lt. Lauerman, 31/08/80. 

 

Aircraft Stats: 

Information below supplied by: 

Rich Rentrop 

The aircraft that crashed was 151975, which was the first RF-4B built (first flight was March 12, 1965). 

This aircraft was stored at MASDC (now AMARC) from December 1970 to at least mid 1972 

 

Final Note: 

Lt.Col. Sperry was relieved as VMFP-3 CO on 2 May after holding the post for less than one month. This 

was the shortest duration for an RF-4B squadron CO and may be a reflection of the intolerance for 

accidents during this period of political and public dissatisfaction with the military. 












