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At 1:58 a.m. on October 16, 1944, a U.S. Army Air Corps B-24 Liberator bomber, on a training mission from Westover Field in Chicopee, Mass., crashed on Camel's Hump, one of Vermont's highest mountain peaks.  Nine of the 10 crewmen were killed, making it the state's worst aviation disaster to that time.

In 1944 the war raged on in Europe and the Pacific.  The U.S. Army Air Corps maintained a major training program at Westover Field to supply the battlefronts with pilots and crews capable of flying the Convair B-24s.

Crews were often assigned long flights over New England in preparation for overseas aerial combat duty.  Crew C-505 of bomber No. 51067 would make such a flight only once.

The pilot, Lt. David Potter, at age 30, was a decade older than most of his crew.  Potter had substantial flying experience, having flown anti-submarine patrol in the Royal Canadian Air Force prior to accepting a commission in the USAAC in June of 1944.  A calm and patient man, he inspired the confidence and respect of his crew.

With Potter on the flight were:  Flight Officer John Ramasocky, co-pilot; Lt. David McNary, Bombardier;  Lt. Robert Geoffroy, Navigator;  Cpl. Luther Hagler, Engineer;  Cpl. James Perry, Radio Operator;  Cpl. Robert Denton, Ball Turret Gunner;  PFC Richard Wynne, Tail Gunner;  PFC Casper Zacher, Nose Gunner and PFC James Wilson, Martin Upper Gunner.

Practice Mission

The mission on the night of October 15 was to give co-pilot Ramasocky practice in flying on instruments.  A canvas hood was snapped in place around his side of the cockpit which prevented visual contact with the ground.

Just prior to takeoff, a flight instructor assigned to observe the crew's performance, was ordered to return to the hanger area.  Had he remained on board, he might have either prevented the crash or been a part of it.

The heavy bomber roared down the runway and climbed to 8,000 feet.  It was nearing 11 p.m.  With bearings established, the plane headed toward Albany, N.Y. on the first leg of the flight plan which called for the crew to fly to Albany, then Burlington, VT, then turn southeast toward Manchester, N.H. and return to Westover Field.

Weather records show the skies were clear and visibility unlimited as the plane headed toward the Lake Champlain valley.  Combat planes did not have pressure and temperature regulated cabins.  For every thousand feet the plane climbed, cabin temperature would drop about three degrees.

Temperature Low

Though the bomber was equipped to supply power for electrically heated flight suits, the men on this flight were issued only the fleece lined suits.  Their discomfort was compounded by the fact that the temperatures were much colder than normal on the night of this flight.

At 11:42 p.m., the plane made its last radio contact with Westover Field.  Shortly after this call, PFC Wilson decided to leave the crowded flight deck were the crew members were huddled together for warmth.  Dropping down through a trip door and climbing onto a catwalk through the bomb bay, he reached the rear door which leads up into the waist section.  Once in the waist he lay on the floor and within moments was dozing.

Sometime after Wilson left the flight deck, the pilots apparently decided to bring the plane down to 4,000 feet - presumably for the comfort of the crew.  Though most of the mountains shown on the charts of their flight path were below 2,400 feet, Camel's Hump was clearly marked at 4,083 feet.
At about 1:52 a.m. on Oct. 16, the lights of Burlington appeared.  Bomber No. 51067 executed a right turn toward Manchester, N.H.  The plane was now flying directly at Camel's Hump.

Problem Likely

Potter and Ramasocky were seated at their controls.  Ramasocky studied the instruments in his shielded compartment while Potter checked the plane's altitude visually.  Potter's task was greatly complicated because the plane was over sparsely populated hills during the wartime brown out  The moon was new and well below the horizon and newly fallen snow covered the mountain.  The combination of those factors would have caused a severe problem with any pilot's depth perception.

The plane continued to cruise at approximately 215 mph.  as Camel's Hump rose to meet it.  For several hundred feet it skimmed over the bare rock and scrub spruce trees.

Seconds later, the plane struck the bare rock 100 feet below the summit.  The left wing and belly scraped first.  Wilson woke to the sound of searing, scraping metal.  The crewmen, even at this point probably had no idea of what was happening.

The impact forced the right wing to dip.  Immediately, the plane clipped off several small trees and struck again.  This time the plane impacted on the right wing and nose at the same instant as it nose dived against the mountain side.  Wilson was knocked unconscious, the nose of the bomber disintegrated and the tail assembly was ripped for the plane and flung against a tree.  Most of the crew were killed instantly.  The instrument panel clock stopped.  It was 1:58 a.m.

Part Scatter

The plummeting plane bounded back into the air, parts scattering as the bomber disintegrated.  One crewman was thrown clear and landed, curled in death, around the base of a small tree.  Some of the bodies  were thrown out of the plane where the nose and cockpit has once been.

The plane then bounded and skidded over their remains, mutilating them.  the plane crashed down again.  Finally, the remains of the fuselage were catapulted into the air, falling back to the ground and skidding several yards to a stop at the bottom of a steep embankment  Still inside, was the unconscious top turret gunner Wilson.

Wilson's only injuries were a bad bash over his right eye and a broken right knee   The blow he received would, however, render him semi-conscious for the next 41 hours, preventing his protecting himself against the cold.  As he lay in the shattered fuselage at this hours, the temperature hovered in the low 20s.

Bomber No. 51067 should have returned to Westover Field by early morning.  There was little initial concern when the plane failed to return  because it was authorized to land at any major airport along its route if it experienced any difficulty.

 Official Notified

At dawn, however, military bases and Civil Air Patrol units in northern New England were notified the plan was missing.  A heavy fog moved in that morning, covering mountain tops and leaving only the valleys visible form the air.

None-the-less, Vermont CAP wing Commander Maj. William Mason instructed all available planes and pilots to fly below the cloud cover and scour the valley.  CAP units did fly throughout the day in Vermont but had nothing to report before duck set in.

Eleven hours after the crash, telegrams were sent to the next-of-kin of the missing crewmen, stating their flight was overdue and considered missing.

Tuesday, Oct. 17th brought ware, clear weather but cloud cover remained on the mountain peaks.  Again, CAP search planes scoured valley and small hills but no avail

In the early afternoon, the fog lifted from the mountains and the wreckage was spotted at 2:30 p.m. by an Army B-25 that reported the plane at "80 fee below the southeast corner of the summit."

Specific map coordinates reflecting this verbal description were issued from the Burlington Airport shortly after the sighting, but it was soon discovered at the Montpelier Airport hat they did not match the verbal description first received from the B-25.  Instead, they plotted the plane on the opposite side of the mountain.

Maj. Mason of the CAP then made the discovery that the map coordinates were not accurate but that the verbal description was.  To Mason, who was familiar with the mountain, it was immediately obvious that the error was in the plotting of the coordinates.  Mason made a hurried call to Capt. Thomas Behr of Westover Field to report his discovery.  Behr told Mason that the Army knew what it was doing and that the CAP should now considered itself off the case.

Cadets Gather

Mason then called his son, Peter, a high school senior, to explain that the Army was sending rescue teams to the wrong side of the mountain.  He asked Peter to gather several CAP Cadets together and help organize a rescue attempt of their own to the correct location.

Peter Mason quickly assembled seven fellow cadets  Meanwhile, his father contact Al Wingrove, an officer in the local CAP, asking him to transport and guide the cadets to the wreckage.  Wingrove, in turn, called Dr. Edwin Steele, a local dentist and outdoorsman, to request that he guide the CAP team to the "southeast corner of the summit."

As the sun was setting, the group neared the summit after climbing the steepest but most direct trail.  The spotted an Army B-24 flying overhead and signaled it with their flashlight.  The plane circled the south face and flew in a low pass, signaling to the search part to indicate where the wreckage was.  The cadets and Dr. Steele then spotted some wreckage and two parachutes flapping in small trees.

Steele and the cadets quickly scrambled down a steep rock trail.  Crushed trees and wreckage were strewn everywhere; the smell of aviation fuel filled the cold air.  Thick underbrush and six inches of new snow made it difficult for the party to pick their way through the crash site.  They were sure no one could have survived such a devastating crash.

Faint Call

Suddenly, they heard a faint call.  the voice was coming from a point beyond their view over a small ridge.  As they scrambled through wreckage and underbrush and down a steep embankment, they discovered James Wilson and the remains of the fuselage.  The time was near 7:15 p.m., the temperature at the freezing point.

Although CAP had not located the wreckage, the cadets and Dr. Steele had been directed to the crash site of Maj. Mason and were now well ahead of the Army team in providing help to PFC Wilson.

Wilson was semi-conscious and half propped against the battered fuselage.  His heavy flight plants were partially removed, his jacket was open, his gloves and boots were off.  In an effort to reach his injured knee, he apparently had begun to remove parts of this flight suit.

While Steele attended Wilson, the cadets searched the wreckage.  They found unopened parachutes and heavy canvas engine covers.  Wilson was wrapped in parachutes and a lean-to of canvas and saplings was built to protect him from the wind.  The cadets started a fire with the aid of an oxygen bottle found in the wreckage.  By this time it was dark and they were certain no one else had survived the crash.

The group bedded down on the mountain for the night, using the parachutes and engine covers for protection.  One cadet slept next to Wilson in an attempt to transfer his body heat to the injured crewman.

At first light Wednesday morning, Steele and two cadets went back down the mountain for more help.  When they reached the base of the trail, they met some of the first Army rescuers and reported a survivor had been located.

Site Reached

Still early in the morning, the first Army team reached the crash site.  The placed additional wrappings around Wilson and dressed his wound.  This Army team located the Norden bombsight and what they believed to be all of the crewmen's remains.

The last and largest search party was a team of 35 Army men from Westover Field under Maj. Richard Hurd.  This team was shown the remains which had been located.  As several of the Westover team, CAP Cadets and civilian guides carried Wilson down the extremely difficult trail leading to the base camp, the remaining men gathered the remains for the dead crew and carried them down the mountain.

At 4:30 p.m. Wednesday, Oct 18, Wilson was loaded into an Army ambulance at the base camp.  Approximately 63 hours had elapsed since the crash.

That evening, telegrams were sent from Westover Field to the families of the dead crewmen.

The remains for the crewmen were transported to a Burlington funeral home where an Army surgeon and assistants worked to segregate and identify them.  Due to the violence of the crash, this was an extremely difficult task.

Ten days after the crash, nine sealed caskets of the crewmen had been buried in cemeteries across the country.  One funeral service, however, was performed over a casket which contained the remains of several crewmen, mistakenly identified as those of one man.

Editor's Find

In April of 1945, Milt Sunderland, publisher of a local newspaper, was hiking near the crash site with two friends when they came upon a body.  It lay directly in the path the plane had taken as it cartwheeled across the mountain side

The body was obviously that of a military man.  The man's neck had been broken but the body was fully intact and well preserved by the winter's cold.  Dog tags identified the body as PFC Richard Carlton Wynne, the tail gunner.

Sunderland and his friends ran down the mountain side and immediately drove to see Maj. Mason who they knew had directed the successful CAP operations in the previous fall.

Recognizing the severity of the problem, Mason called Westover Field.  Army officials were reluctant to believe Mason's claim until he placed Sunderland on the phone who then read the information from Wynne's dog tags

On the following morning, an Army team climbed to the crash site and recovered Wynne’s remains.  On April 20, 1945, he was buried with full military honors according to the wishes of his father who had been told only that "additional remains" had been found.

Due to the extraordinary efforts of the CAP under Wing commander William Mason, PFC Wilson was saved from a certain death in the freezing mountain air.  Although his injuries in the crash were minor, he received severe frostbite which require the amputation of most of both arms and legs.  He was the first of tow soldiers in world War II to undergo such radical surgery.  Four years after the crash, he returned to Vermont to thank his CAP rescuers personally.  He is currently a practicing lawyer.  (Retired 1989 & in 2000 is living in Florida.)

