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Many Andover residents remember 
to this day the tragic crash of a KC-97 
refueling tanker on July 23, 1959 that 
killed all seven crewmen.

Charlie Pratt often told this writer 
that in his perambulations around the 
Beech Hill and Kearsarge Mountain 
area, as far as two miles away, he had 
come upon pieces of the plane.

Mark Stetson donated a piece of the 
plane which he found on his parents’ 
property on Beech Hill “about 10 or so 
years ago” to the Andover Historical 
Society. “Beech Hill is about a mile or 
so as the crow fl ies [from the crash site 
on Switch Road],” said Mark.

Former Selectman William Keyser 
was a lad of 17 living in Franklin when 
the plane fell on his grandfather’s prop-
erty. “I visited the site the next day. Of 
course you couldn’t get too close, be-
cause the military had it cordoned off. 
But it was mess. There were a lot of 
people watching.”

Lloyd Perreault believes the result of 
the military probe revealed that a pro-
peller had “dropped,” severing a fuel 
line, and that ultimately the refueling 
tanker ironically ran out of gas. “But to 
tell the truth, I’m a bit hazy about it.”

This writer has not been able to fi nd 
an offi cial report of the investigation, de-
spite much research, which included con-
versations with Pease Air Force Base.

Linda Shampney, interviewed at 
Peabody Home in Franklin, remembers 
the event. Her face turns somber at the 
mention of the topic.

Bryant Adams’ face also turns somber 
when discussing the event. “I was Assis-
tant Fire Chief back then. I responded to 

the crash about 20 minutes later. When I 
got there I could see things I don’t want 
to remember. After that I was pumping 
water at the river, so don’t know what 
happened afterward. But I do know that 
the plane woke me up in my house on 
Maple Street. It fl ew over very low.”

Dennis Fenton recalls, “Margaret 
and I stood in our bedroom on the farm 
because we had heard the noise. We 
looked out the window and saw a ball of 
fi re, over by Shaw Hill, that looked like 
it was going to land right on our farm 
at Fenvale. We were trying to decide 
whether we should grab the baby and 
run, when the ball of fi re dropped out of 
sight about a quarter of a mile away. 

“We immediately went to the acci-
dent site. Margaret was a nurse, and we 
thought she could help, but of course, 
there was no need, and they had the place 
cordoned off already. Still, we remember 
things we don’t want to talk about.

“Many pieces of the wreckage landed 
on our property. At fi rst we would take 
them over to the investigating crew. But 
we had pieces turn up for years. One day 
the investigating crew came to our house 
and told us that if the plane had stayed 
in the air a few seconds longer, it might 
have plowed right into our dooryard.”

Roy and Mary Sell, current owners 
of the crash site on Switch Road, gra-
ciously allowed the Beacon to view the 
area. Roy conjectures, given the actual 
geographic lines of the property, that 
when the plane came over on its last 
circle, the pilot managed to get enough 
lift to clear the houses, and then tried to 
put down in a hayfi eld, where the plane 
had a chance of skidding to a stop. 

Unfortunately, the fi eld was not fl at, 
and the plane had the misfortune of 

Reminiscence: 1959 Plane Crash

This two-foot by three-foot piece of wreckage of the KC-97 was found by 
Mark Stetson on his parents’ property on Beech Hill Road. Mark donated it 
to the Andover Historical Society. Staff photo: Heather Makechnie

plowing right into a small banking. Roy 
says that the hayfi eld was ruined by the 
thousands of pieces of metal, because 
hay has to be cut at its base. The Key-
sers, owners of the property at the time 
of the crash, received monetary remu-
neration for the loss of their crop, and 
after that the fi eld was used for corn, 
which is cut 6″ to 8″ above ground. 

Roy says that every time the ground 
gets disturbed, there are more pieces 

that come to the surface. He has found 
many pieces himself, including what he 
believes is a piece of fuel line.

The Sell’s daughter Ann wrote a re-
port about the crash when she was in 
school. It was made all the more inter-
esting by the fact that the widow and 
son of one of the crew-members came 
to visit the site, and a family friendship 
ensued. “We got Christmas cards every 
year,” says Roy.

groups. At times there were as many as 
100-150 standing around. 

The airplane apparently pancaked into 
the ground almost fl at. The plane gouged 
a deep hole, not much longer than the 
length of the plane itself, (about 75 feet) 
without going much further. Tiny bits of 
debris were showered for nearly a quarter 
of a mile around when the plane blew up.

The members of the crew were:
Captain James H. White, 34, of Cam-

bridge, Massachusetts, married to Pris-
cilla, father of three children 9, 7 and 2

1st Lieutenant Harold C. High, 24, of 
Duluth, Minnesota, married to Barbara, 

father of two sons ages 6 and 2
1st Lieutenant Dean H. Holzworth, 

24, of Worland, Wyoming, married to 
Mary Lou, father of a year-old son

Technical Sergeant Marion C. Ack-
erman, 37, of Vevay, Indiana, divorced, 
father of two children, ages 10 and 11

Technical Sergeant Owen Q. Combs, 
25, of Bloomfi eld, Indiana, married to Ter-
ri, father of three children, ages 6, 4 and 2

Technical Sergeant Jake Schmidt, 40, 
of Riverton, Wyoming, married to Edna, 
father of two children, ages 4 and 3

Airman 3rd Class Philip K. Darst, 20, 
of Norman, Oklahoma, the only single 
man in the crew. 

The crew leave 13 fatherless children.
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Whether you are purchasing or refinancing, at Franklin Savings Bank we’ll work 
with you every step of the way. Our prompt and professional service plus local 
decision making ensures you’ll finance your home as quickly and easily as possible. 

Visit fsbnh.com to view our low mortgage rates. While you’re there,  
you can apply online and get a mortgage approval in minutes.

Experience, Professional Service,  
Local Decision Making, and Great  
Mortgage Rates

MEMBER FDICFRANKLIN  |  BRISTOL  |  BOSCAWEN  |  TILTON  |  GILFORD  |  LACONIA  |  NEW HAMPTON

Mortgage Approvals & Free Online Banking at fsbnh.com
800.FSB.4445 · 603.934.4445

ODD JOBS WANTED!
Two Andover boys (ages 12 and 15) are looking for odd 

jobs at homes in the Andover area.  Willing to stack 
wood, mow lawns, clean up yards, walk dogs, etc.
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