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We will cover six topics  

ÅBackground 

ÅSearch strategy & 

organization  

ÅImages of our search 

ÅAchievements 

ÅClosing the case  

ÅPolicy 

recommendations 



Background  



Steve Fossett was one of the 

greatest adventurers of all time  

ÅSwam to Alcatraz in college 

ÅClimbed the highest peaks on 6 of 7 
continents 

ÅCompleted the Iditarod sled dog race 

ÅSwam the English Channel 

ÅCompeted in Le Mans & the ParisðDakar 

Å1st solo balloon circumnavigation;  

 received Explorers Club Explorers Medal 

ÅFirst solo non-stop unrefueled 
circumnavigation in a plane 

ÅRolex Yachtsman of the Year 

ÅPresident of the BSA National Eagle Scout 
Association 

ÅHolder of 100+ flying, airship and soaring 
records 

 

Steve Fossett,  

Medalist &  

Fellow of the  

Explorers Club  



Steve Fossett was remarkable  
 

ÅA 63 year old adventurer and businessman 
focused on planning, achievement & success 

ÅGood physical--mental condition 

ÅA ñby the bookò flier who ñkept higher safety 
margins than most,ò but not a ñgreat stick and 
rudder manò 

ÅReportedly had reason to be distracted on this 
flight 

ÅNormally did not fly low, but did on  

 this flight; had abt. 40-100 hrs 

  in this plane over 8-12 months here 

ÅHad climbed in Wassuks & Sierras 
ÅLast seen as shown, saying:  
 ñIôm going down the 395 corridorò or   
 ñIôm going out to play for awhileò 

 
 

 

 



Steve mysteriously disappeared 

in September 2007  

ÅDeparted from the Flying M 
Ranch, 3 Sept 2007, near 
Yerington, NV 

ÅApparently just a recreational 
flight, NOT searching for site 
for new land speed record 

ÅLast ñconfirmedò position abt.  

 9-11 am, S of Walker Lake 
and SW of Hawthorne, 30 
miles SE of Flying M 

ÅExpected to return to Flying M 
location, no flight plan (& none 
required) 

ÅSAR eventually focused on  
 30-50 mile radius  



The maximum search area covered much of 

the West and over 630,000 sq. miles  



The 2007 search  

area included  

two states and 

20,000 sq. mi.  
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Steve & Peggy 
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married for 

 40 years 
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The 2007 search  

was intenseé 

Å Almost 100% 
coverage of likely 
areas from aerial 
sources 

Å CAP alone 
devoted 17,000 
hrs., 629 flights 
with 1774 flying 
hours 

Å Supplemented by 
ground assets 
using ATVs, 
horses and foot 
searches 

 

Å Side scan radar has 
been used in lakes 
 

Å Google Earth 
search sponsored 
by Amazon.com 
 

Å ñUnforgiving terrain, 
high altitude, thick 
forestéò 



éand involved tens of 

thousands of hours reviewing  

Google Earth data  

Pins indicate 

possible leads 



The Flying M/Fossett team 

searched intensively by air  



There were some especially 

difficult areas  

ÅMt. Grant range 

(11,239 ft.) and 

Walker Lake (4 x 12 

miles, 110 ft. deep)  

ÅWilson Canyon (500 

ft. cliffs) 

 

ÅHumboldt-Toiyabe 

National Forest (6.3 

million acres, 

largest in lower 48) 



Search Strategy and Organization  



Our goal: narrow down the odds  

150 mi. 

150 mi. = 

1 plane in 20,000 sq. mi. =  

1 needle in 100 haystacks 



We conducted over 50 

interviews  

ÅAir accident 

investigator 

ÅSF flying partner 

ÅMembers of Fossett 

family SAR team 

ÅHead of Mineral Co 

SAR 

ÅHead of State of NV 

search  

ÅOther SAR staff 

ÅAnalytical authors 

of articles on the 

case 

ÅKnown witnesses 

ÅDeveloped new eye 

witnesses 

ÅEtc. 



What we provided was   

 òboots on the groundó 

V  Detailed search in difficult terrain: mountains & canyons 

V  Team members experienced in SAR, climbing, field craft, 

 emergency mgmt. 

V  Able to commit to extensive SAR effort 

V  Able to contribute to scientific research & evaluation of 

 SAR techniques 

 

 



The Target: Steveõs plane was 

a Bellanca Super Decathlon  

8KCAB -180  

Å  Tail number: N240R  

Å  1 pilot + 1 passenger  

Å  Built 1980  

Å  Wingspan 32 ft.  

Å  Fabric wings  

Å  Note wheels  

      from 6/07 pic  

Å  Loaded wt. 1950 lbs.  

Å  180 HP Lycoming  

Å  110 knots cruise speed  

Å  Ceiling 15,800 feet  

Å  Climb: abt 500 ft per min at 6000 

 ft, 1280 fpm at sea level  

Å  Glide ratio: 8 to 1; med. or  òpooró 

Å  Stall speed: 53 mph level, or abt  

   75  mph in 40 degree bank  

 

  

Note ñpiano keyò underside 



It was likely that the wreck was 

VERY hard to see  

Several knowledgeable respondents who know this plane say:  

ñIf it went in at a steep angle, all that is left is a small crumpled pile 

of burnt black metal the size of two washing machines, and a few  

girders and control wires.ò 



Similar wrecks vary from easy to 

hard to spot  



More actual wrecks,  

including a Bellanca  



Analysis of an identical Bellanca 

showed few metal parts  

Wing spar now  

replaced with  

aluminum I-beam 



A model illustrated what the 

crashed plane might look like  

An experienced air accident  

investigator said: ñYou could be  

looking for it, and walk within 50 feet of 

it, and not see it.ò 


