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Statement to Todd Gunther, NTSB, from David M. Hirschman, Aircraft Owners and Pilots 
Association Editor at Large, ATP/CFII.  

Date: October 19, 2023 

On October 1, 2023, I was flying an A36 Bonanza (“Bonanza”) with photographer David Tulis, 
on a planned AOPA air to air photo flight over Lake Placid, NY. 

The subject airplane was a Cessna 177RG, registration number N545PZ, flown by Lake Placid 
business owner Russ Francis. AOPA colleague Richard McSpadden was in the right seat.  

Tulis, McSpadden, and I had flown the Bonanza from AOPA Headquarters in Frederick, 
Maryland, to Lake Placid Airport (KLKP) on the morning of Oct. 1. Once there, we prepared the 
Bonanza for the photo flight. 

We held a preflight briefing in the FBO with Francis, McSpadden, Tulis, and me. During the 
briefing, we covered various topics including the fact that Francis was pilot in command of the 
Cardinal, he would perform the takeoff and landing, and McSpadden would manipulate the 
controls during the photography portion of the flight. We also set 4 p.m. as our engine-start time, 
which allowed me time to perform the standard preflight checks on the Bonanza. 

Both airplanes were on the ramp at 4 p.m. when we started the engines. I taxied the Bonanza to a 
line-abreast position with the Cardinal so he could see the photo ship (the Bonanza) was ready. 

About 30 seconds after the Cardinal’s engine started, I heard the engine stop and saw the prop 
stop. Then, about five seconds later, the engine started again and the prop turned normally again.   

McSpadden was operating the radios and checked in on the air-to-air frequency (122.75) and 
said they were ready to taxi so I shifted the flight to the CTAF frequency and announced we 
were taxiing as a flight to Runway 32 for departure. As I went through my runup and before 
takeoff checks for the Bonanza, each aircraft ran up its engine, and as briefed, McSpadden 
indicated with a thumbs-up sign when the PIC of the Cardinal, Francis, was ready for takeoff. I 
announced our takeoff on the CTAF frequency. 

We had briefed that the two airplanes would take the runway together, and the Bonanza would 
begin its takeoff roll about five seconds before the Cardinal. 

The Bonanza takeoff was normal, and I raised the landing gear, climbed to pattern altitude, and 
throttled back to allow the Cardinal to rejoin. 

About the time I was throttling back, McSpadden made a radio transmission on CTAF: “Dave, 
we’ve got a problem. We’re returning to the airport.” 

I acknowledged his transmission with a double-click of the mic button. I proceeded straight 
ahead for about one mile to stay out of the way. Then I made a 180-degree left turn to return to 
the airport well behind the Cardinal. 

As I rolled out of the 180-degree turn about three miles northwest of the airport, I heard someone 
say on CTAF that “An airplane has just crashed at the Lake Placid Airport.” 
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As I entered a left downwind for Runway 32, I could see that the Cardinal had come to rest 
against an embankment just short of Runway 14. The fuselage was buckled, the occupants 
appeared to still be inside the aircraft, and there was no visible smoke or fire. 

I told the person monitoring the CTAF/Unicom frequency at the Lake Placid Airport the location 
of the downed aircraft, its type, and number of occupants, and directed him to call 911 
immediately for emergency medical assistance.  

I made a normal landing on Runway 32 and rolled out at the end to get as close to the accident 
site as possible if our assistance was needed. 

Once there, however, several vehicles including first responders were arriving on the scene 
already. I taxied the Bonanza to the main ramp and shut down, then went to the accident site, but 
was prevented reaching the airplane because police and firefighters had cordoned off the area.  







 

   

   

   

  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

✔ 12:08 10/16/2023

Jeff Butler (phone conversation)

Interview of Witness - Lake Placid Accident

Called Jeff Butler, a pilot with prior US Army Helicopter flight experience, with 400 hours tail wheel time, 
and over 2000 total hours flight time.  Jeff mentioned he was flying a 1939 Aeronca 65 in the area of 
Lake Placid airport around the time of the accident.  Jeff mentioned he was the first aircraft to take off, 
followed by the Bonanza, and then the Cardinal which was the accident aircraft.  Jeff stated he was 
around 1500 AGL approximately 2 miles away downwind from runway 32 when he heard what he 
believed to be Richard McSpadden making a radio call to Dave saying, “we got a problem, we are going 
to be returning to the airfield.” Jeff mentioned another transmission followed stating “There will be an 
accident at the end of three-two.”  The pilot mentioned he was unable to see the aircraft upon impact as 
he was already too far out to have a visual.  Jeff witnessed all parties conducting a briefing prior to the 
flight but did no recall any details of that briefing.  Jeff further mentioned that all parties involved were 
very professional and smiling prior to takeoff.           

Filed statement of conversation

10/16/2023 Aviation Safety Inspector



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Spoke to Mr. Trow and asked if there was any indication or issues/recurring issues that might have 
contributed to the accident?  
He stated that the aircraft has been a really clean aircraft with very few issues. He did recall that 
someone had mentioned that he heard about the incident when the baggage door with "Chris" 
happened a few weeks before but had never experienced anything else. He then said that a couple 
people had mentioned that the fuel was shut off after the flight and might not have been turned back on. 
evidently it was a possibly a new policy to turn off the fuel after the flight and been flown and been 
missed on the preflight. this cam from Terry a local part time employee and part time police officer for 
lake placid.  
Then Larry stated that Terry (Politi) has a hanger on the field and said that he thinks he heard the 
engine sputter on takeoff and then start running like normal again. that was the extent of our 
conversation he then was going to make an effort to put me in contact with Mr. (Politi.) 
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Todd Gunther

From: Chris Dydzulis 
Sent: Tuesday, October 3, 2023 10:35 PM
To: Todd Gunther
Subject: Lake Placid

[CAUTION] This email originated from outside of the organization. Do not click any links or open attachments unless you recognize
the sender and know the content is safe.

Good evening Todd,
This letter is in regards to our quick discussion this afternoon at Lake Placid Airport.
Roughly a week and a half to two weeks ago Russ Francis asked if I would sit the right seat of the cardinal RG N545PZ to
accompany him on a practice flight to prepare for the AOPA photo flight Sunday Oct 1. I agreed having flown the
cardinal Hangul of times over the past couple years. Start up, taxi, run up were all normal, I read off the checklist for
Russ. We discussed what the PIC would do in the result of any emergency during takeoff roll and departure. We would
be departing runway 32.
Upon take off. Roughly 200 feet in the air we heard a noise followed by a draft. I turned around and found the cargo
door wide open. I told Russ, at this point we were roughly 500 feet to 800 feet above ground and over the trailer park.
Off the departure end of 32. He immediately made a very steep bank to the left to turn back to runway 14. It was
upsetting to say the least. He continued the landing as normal.

Please let me know if you need anything else.
Thank you,
Chris Dydzulis
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MEMORANDUM FOR RECORD  

Todd Gunther 
Air Safety Investigator 
Eastern Region  
 
Date: October 3, 2023 
Subject: Information Provided by Edward McNeil (Witness)  
NTSB Case Number: ERA24FA001 
 
 
According to Mr. McNeil, the airplanes were supposed to do two flights that day. 
 
The airplanes took off from runway 32. The Bonanza took off first followed by the Cardinal. 
 
The Cardinal after takeoff still had its landing gear down and was not “climbing that great.” 
 
Both airplanes were about 1,000 feet apart at this point. 
 
He did not notice if the landing gear ever was retracted as he was unable to observe the landing 
gear anymore when the airplane entered a “tight right bank and steep descent.” 
 
Mr. McNeil also advised that there was a radio transmission which was something similar to 
“We have a problem we’re returning to the field.” 
 
Prior to the impact with the berm, Mr. McNeil could see the entire airplane. 
 
When the airplane hit the berm it was just below the top. 
 
When he saw the impact, he got in his vehicle, and drove to where the accident happened. When 
he arrived, he thought what happened to the airplane, as he did not see it. When he walked up to 
the edge of the berm though he realized that it had slid about 30 feet down the embankment and 
was now lying sideways to its direction of travel, with the right wing down and the left wing 
pointing up the embankment. 
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MEMORANDUM FOR RECORD  

Todd Gunther 
Air Safety Investigator 
Eastern Region  
 
Date: October 5, 2023 
Subject: Information Provided by Terris Politi (Witness)  
NTSB Case Number: ERA24FA001 
 
 
According to Mr. Politi, on the day of the accident, he heard Russell Francis and another 
individual talking about fueling prior to the flight but was unsure if they had taken on any fuel 
that day. 
 
When the Cardinal took off, it almost sounded like the propeller was in a setting for climb and 
not takeoff. It then “surged” as if someone had ether pushed the prop control in further or the 
propeller governor had commanded it. After, takeoff the airplane made an early left turn, and it 
sounded like it was a reduced power setting. 
 
He later thought that it ‘must be fine” but then heard a bang which he thought was a truck or 
something. He later learned that the airplane had crashed.  
 
 
 






















