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though it s a bit difficult to see, the Mustang ended up entirely inside an empty house after passing

_ e =7 through the apartment. Investigators examine the wreckage before the plane was removed.
v ™ ; e rl = The aircraft in a hangar at Buchanan Field on 19 August 1970. As can

J ; ! e = £ iy = | : | be seen, the cockpit area is quite intact — the only reason the

/ - = = g—— occupants survived.
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cigars,” gushed the suicide blonde standing next to the puffing and rather
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porcine new owner of a P-51D Mustang on a spring day in 1970. It wasn't
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the strangest request that the folks at Aero Sport had heard, but it certainly
ranked in the top dozen!

Aero Sport; during the 1960s and 1970s, had become the top spot for Mustang
. maintenance and rebuilds. Cn visits to their vintage World War Two hangar at
| Chino Airport, it was not unusual to find a half-dozen Mustangs parked on their
| ramp with another half-dozen crammed inside. During this time period, while
' Mustangs were on the top end of the Warbird price scale, they were still not sell-
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ing for all that much money and, often,
owners would not be overly concerned
abour their mount's maintenance.
However, once in the care of Aero
Sport, an owner would be guaranteed
that his Mustang would be maintained
to exacting standards.

The aircraft that was the object of
artention for the Aero Sport crew and
the new owner was a rather bedrageled
P-51D registered N5410V. Builr ac
North American’s Inglewood factory, P-
51D-30-NA USAAF sfn 44-74996 was
destined to see Stateside service and
would go on to fly with the Air National
Guard. After being withdrawn from
ANG service, the Mustang was flown o
McClellan AFB, Sacramento, California,
for storage and disposal.

A study of Sacramento Air Materiel
Area records finds that there “were
plans ro sell 75 F-51s by sealed bid on
12 August 1957." As of 14 January
1938, there were still ar least 50 F-51s at
MecClellan and by 11 March of the same
year the number had increased to 61
Mustangs. The majority of these
Mustangs, along with other types of ex-
military aircraft, were sold off during
Various auctions.

The first auction, offering 75
Mustangs on 3 September 1957, was
something of an experiment for the
USAF as documents from the time
record: “This Headquarters [Dayton] is in
receipt of a message from MRD stating
that they have been advised by the Office
of the Air Attache to the French Embassy
thar the French Air Force no longer con-
templates the purchase of the 145 F-51

Wing tip and pieces of cowling sit outside a fence around the house in which N54 10V

was imbedded.

aircraft located ar your headquarters
[McClellan]. Therefore the 75 surplus F-
51 aircraft on hand are released and
authorized for test sale in accordance with
this HQ letter dated 20 Movember 1936.
Limited reclamation may be completed
on 67 of the remaining 70 aircraft being
held pending results of the test sale.
Three TE-51 aircraft sfn 44-84653, 44-
84658, and 45-11359 will not be
reclaimed pending determination of pos-
sible requirements for sale to the govern-
ment of Nicaragua.”

During one of the auctions, 44-74996
was sold and was assigned the civil regis-
tration. of N3410V. One of the first civil
owners was Prevost F. Smith Parachute
Company of Santee, California, and we
wonder if the Mustang was involved in
any sort of parachure testing program.

When the Mustang completed its
maintenance at Aero Sport, the plane was
rolled out in its new cigar wrapper colors

of a overall rather dull gold with red trim.

The Mustang did not survive long in
the hands of the new owner. On 16 August
1970, the Mustang took off at about 1400
from Buchanan Feld, Concord, California.
At thar time, the field was closed for an air-
show and the Mustang was apparently
going to make some passes. The owner'’s
son was in the rear seat.

At this point in time, the 51-year-old
pilot was not instrument rated and had
accumulared 864 flying hours of which 55
were in type. At around 1430-hrs, the
Mustang was in the traffic pattern for
final approach. During approach the
Merlin failed (FAA reports stated “unde-
termined reasons”) and the aircraft fell
out of the air.

Unfortunately, Mis. Jessie Bigcraft
was enjoying a cup of tea in her apart-
ment near the airport’s flight path when
the Mustang, which had clipped some
trees and a power pole on its way down,
slammed inverted through the apart-
ment. The force of the impact was so
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Fortunately, instead of being scrapped, Mike Coutches purchased the remains of
the Mustang.

great that the Mustang continued on and
imbedded itself in a vacant house. The
occupants of the Mustang emerged from
the debris with relatively minor injuries
considering the nature of the crash. Mrs.
Bigcraft was Lilled.

After an investigation, the heavily-
damaged Mustang (listed as destroyed by
the FAA) was placed on a trailer and
moved to Buchanan Field. The wreck was
obtained by well-known Warbird owner

Mike Coutches who held on to the
remains until 1981 when he sold the
plane o Bill “Tiger” Destefani. Tiger had
been hitten by the air racing bug and he
wanted to create the world’s fastest racer
and N3410W would form the basis for the
Unlimited named Dago Red. However, as
they say, that is another story.

Special thanks to William T.
Larkins and Rick Turner for helping
with this article. wi

In its “cigar wrapper” color scheme, the Mustang was photographed at Hayward, California, during April 1970.
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