C-47B #43-48368 a.k.a. BuNo 17254
Found 24 Feb 2021

This C-47 aircraft was assigned to the US Military Group — Navy Section, Chile. It was
enroute from its home base at El Belloto Naval Air Station near Vino del Mar, Chile to
Buenos Aires, Argentina, with a stop at Los Cerrillos airport in Santiago for the
necessary international clearance. It departed Los Cerrillos at 2050Z (1650/4:50 PM)
on 04 Aug 1969 for Buenos Aires. There were 4 crewmembers and 12 passengers
aboard. The passengers were US Navy and US Air Force personnel and some of their
dependents.

The pilot, CDR Ralph J. Touch, started filling the Flight Plan form, but there was some
uncertainty as to whether to file IFR or VFR. The co-pilot, LCDR James P. Kuhn,
continued filling the form and signed it and filed IFR. The Flight Plan was approved by
Pudahuel Air Traffic Control (ATC) and the chosen route was for the aircraft to fly S to
Curico, then SE to Cerro Planchon (mountain pass on Chile-Argentina border), then
continuing SE to Malargue and then NE to Buenos Aires. The pilot was to fly at 12,000
ft. altitude until Curico, then climb to 17,000 ft.

Weather conditions were bad, with snow, moderate turbulence up to 14,000 ft. altitude,
severe turbulence above 14,000 ft. and ice formation at 5,000 ft. Wind was from the
WNW at 20 knots (approx. 23 mph) below 14,000 ft. Above that altitude, the winds
were 50 knots (approx. 58 mph) and possibly up to 100 knots (approx. 115 mph) to over
20,000 ft. Chief of Meteorological Station at Los Cerrillos Airport warned CDR Touch to
return to Santiago if the Cordillera (Andes Mountains) was closed because of bad
weather. CDR Touch answered: “No, because already | am one day late”. Note that
this flight was originally planned to depart on 03 Aug, but was delayed because of bad
weather.

The aircraft reported over Angostura at 1707, flying at 12,000 ft. and estimated to reach
Curico at 1733. One minute after the aircraft communicated this position, the ATC
overheard part of a conversation over an open microphone in which the co-pilot was
recommending to the pilot that they start climbing to a 14,000 ft. level to avoid bad
weather ahead. At 1715, Santiago Center contacted the aircraft to confirm its altitude,
and the aircraft acknowledged it was at 12,000 ft. This was the last contact with the
aircraft. One minute later, an open microphone was heard from the aircraft for a few
seconds, without sound of voice. All further contact with the aircraft was lost.
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The US Navy search for this missing aircraft spanned only 10 days, from 05 Aug 1969
to 14 Aug 1969, and was never resumed. The search was hampered by 3 to 4 meters
of fresh snow, rugged terrain and severe weather conditions. A total of 162 missions
with nearly 1,000 hours were flown. 972 persons assisted in the search effort, involving
personnel and aircraft from the US, Chile and Argentina. The 1969 search area was
divided into 5 zones, with the search concentrated in Zones 2 and 3, to the N of Curico.
The USN official conclusion stated the accident was a result of poor weather conditions:
“‘Atmospheric conditions on the Santiago — Curico — Malargue route were such that a
flight was not advisable, especially for a C-47 aircraft with limited capability for crossing

the Andes Mountains, and even more so if it's considered that the minimum flight
altitude on the Curico — Malargue route is 16,000 ft. and it was icing at 5,000 ft.”

Dead: 16

Pilot: CDR Ralph J. Touch, USN

Co-Pilot: LCDR James P. Kuhn, USN
Radioman: ATC Joe Fernandez, USN

Aircraft Mechanic: ADRC John T. Higgins, USN

Passenger:
Passenger:
Passenger:
Passenger:
Passenger:
Passenger:
Passenger:
Passenger:
Passenger:
Passenger:
Passenger:
Passenger:

LCDR Harold L. Mooney, USN

TSgt. Robert L. Patterson, Jr., USAF

SSgt. Ronnie J. Ball, USAF

SSgt. Frank A. Homer, USAF

Norma R. Orcutt Ball, Civilian dependent
Claudine Cox Fernandez, Civilian dependent
Carol Homer, Civilian dependent

Shelby Penn Mooney, Civilian dependent
Esther Zuluaga Patterson, Civilian dependent
Elisabeth/Elizabeth Anne Smith, Civilian dependent
Carol Tilton, Civilian dependent

Norma Ann Heist Touch, Civilian dependent

Note: Some of the passengers aboard this aircraft were intelligence officers assigned to
the US Embassy in Santiago, Chile. The aircraft crashed during a period when the US
government of President Richard Nixon and the CIA were concerned about the possible
takeover of the Chilean government by the Marxist political party of Salvador Allende.
Nixon and his CIA wanted to prevent any further Russian influence in the Western
Hemisphere, and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger lead the US effort to thwart
Allende and his Marxists. Allende was ultimately elected President of Chile, but was
soon assassinated in a rightwing military coup staged by General Augusto Pinochet. It
is entirely possible that the pilot of BuNo 17254 was anxious to depart Chile, despite the
bad weather and warnings to delay his flight, because the intelligence officers aboard
his aircraft were in imminent danger of being detained by the Chilean government.
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