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Sunnica Planning Application EXQ1 .   
Q 1.4.13 Plane crash site  

Please supply a map detailing the location of the military plane crash site,  
along with a statement explaining the importance of the site to the Parish. 

 
Dear Sirs/ Madam 
 
I am pleased to provide the following information in response to the above question. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The edge of the crash site is approximately 50m north east of the abandoned barns on  
Isleham. The closest post code is probably  
 
 
Please note that the site is on private (agricultural) land so it has not been possible to install a 
memorial stone at the crash site.  
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A view of the crash site from The Ark Church (first floor) 
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Historical Information 
As you can see from the evidence provided in appendices 1- 5 (Historical information) and 
appendices 6 -7 (personal testimonies) the crash remains a significant event in the history of our 
village.   
 
In summary, the event occurred at the start of the Cold War era in October 1949 and involved a 
USAF B-50 bomber which took off from RAF Skulthorpe in Norfolk carrying three tons of live 
bombs.   
 
The plane was due to undertake a practice mission involving a flight over the North Sea and home 
counties but shortly after take-off from RAF Lakenheath where it had undertaken a brief stop, the 
plane experienced significant technical difficulties.  
 
The pilot was unable to land at any of the local air force bases and rather than crashing into the 
village (which would have had a catastrophic consequences) the pilot managed to fly the plane to 
the edge of the village where it crashed, killing all twelve crew members. 
 
The explosion was heard in towns and villages over 12 miles away and resulted in the formation 
was a huge crater in the field. The crew consisted of eleven members of the USAF and one RAF 
observer.  
 
 
The crash: 

• is commemorated in a Parish Council commissioned plaque located in The Beeches 
Community Centre Isleham (see appendix 6) This installation followed a campaign by 
members of the local community to honour the sacrifice made by these servicement 
 

• is distinctly remembered and regarded in the highest of appreciation by a large number of 
residents in the village. Over 30 individuals responded to our Facebook posting regarding 
the establishment of a memorial plaque (see appendix 7) 
 

• is remembered and has been visited by several US based relatives of the victims (see 
appendix 8) 
 

• is protected from development under our Neighbourhood Plan (see appendix 9) 
 

• forms an integral part of Isleham Primary Schools KS2 Local History study unit “ a study of 
an aspect of history or a site dating from a period beyond 1066 that is significant in the 
locality” see appendix 10 and 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment d
ata/file/239035/PRIMARY national curriculum - History.pdf) 
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A Recognised Archaeological Military Grave? 
This crash was of course, first and foremost an extremely tragic event.  
 
From the crash site you can see the water towers of Mildenhall airbase, which borders RAF 
Lakenheath. It is therefore easy to get a real feel for the tragedy unfolding; the plane taking off, 
getting into trouble and eventually crashing into the field.  
 
Sunnica's proposed mitigation planting would sever this connection forever. 
 

The two water towers of RAF Mildenhall on the horizon 
 

 
 

A military aircraft from RAF Mildenhall flying over the crash site 
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Despite the national attention given to the crash at the time, the fact that this crash took place 
during the cold war period means that it has almost certainly not received the wider recognition 
that it deserves. Isleham Parish Council and many local residents would regard this site as a 
potential (Cold War) grave 
 
The severity of the post-crash explosions meant that it was impossible to recover not just the 
many smaller parts of the plane but more significantly all of the human remains of the servicemen. 
 
A local expert has stated that “you can still easily spot pieces of the aircraft by just walking over 
the field but that metal detection has been limited due to it being private land” and that it is not 
beyond the realms of possibility for human remains to still be uncovered. As such we believe that 
this site should be preserved and not developed upon  
 
These various factors have resulted in a strong and growing move among both residents and 
historians that the site should be regarded as an official archaeological site under the Ancient 
Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979 and be protected in sacred memory of those who 
lost their lives.  
 
As such, Isleham Parish Council have placed the land has been placed outside if the Development 
Envelope, published as part of The Isleham Neighbourhood Plan see appendix 10 
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Appendices: The following articles, statements and photographs give a historical and 
personal perspective of the significance of this event and of the crash site: 

 
 

Appendix 1            Article from the Isleham Informer, village magazine October 2011 
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Appendix 2                           Article in the Daily Mail – October 1949 
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Appendix 4                  A letter from a military colleague of one of the crash victims  
                                                recalling their war time friendship 
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Appendix 5        Official crew list, released by USAF following the crash 
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Appendix 7      Personal testimonies  
 
The plane crash should be preserved out of respect for the men who sacrificed their lives for the 
village. The Sunnica scheme shouldn't be allowed to be placed on consecrated ground. 
Building on top of the crash site is disrespectful to the history of the area and disrespectful to the 
brave crew and their families.    

 
 
 
 
I think it's really important that we retain areas of historic interest in and around the village - older 
history and also more recent history as well. There is a real desire amongst residents of Isleham, 
including myself, to keep local history alive and I love the fact that generation after generation 
share their stories and pass them on. The plane crash site as it stands has been preserved and it's 
integrity maintained for all of these years out of respect to the servicemen who bravely gave up 
their lives to save the village from what could have been significant destruction. The effects of the 
crash were profound and felt for many miles. They had a huge impact on the local community - not 
just from physical damage to the village buildings and peoples' homes but also emotionally from 
what people witnessed. Residents kept newspaper clippings from the time and passed them down 
to the next generation to make sure this tragic story was never forgotten. The site has not been 
under threat from development until now. Preserving the crash site and having it visible for all to 
see is really important to ensure this piece of village history is not eroded. 
 
Often when I drive with my children out of the village along Beck Road or along Sheldrick’s Road 
they ask, "Is that where the plane crash happened?" and it's in their thoughts and minds. It might 
just be a passing moment and we have a brief conversation about it but it's those kinds of 
conversations that keep that local history alive. This needs to be preserved. 
 
I also think it's really important that we maintain historic sites in the village that tie in with what the 
local school children are learning in the village primary school. For example, they learn about the 
Bronze Age and Isleham is famous for the "Isleham hoard" - the largest Bronze Age collection. 
When they learn about World War II in Year 6 they are aware of the close connection this village 
has with our neighbouring air bases (Mildenhall and Lakenheath) and the military. Some of the 
American military children attend the primary school. So when they hear about bomber plane 
crash so close to their village and the brave actions of the crew on board, this really strengthens 
their understanding and their connection to the village and its historic events. They value where 
they live and what the people here stand for. I think that's really important to preserve this. 

 
 

 
 
Isleham village has a lot of history. One event which took place on the Sunnica East A site was a 
plane crash after WW2. The brave crew stayed on board the failing aircraft, which had bombs on 
it, and deliberately steered the plane away from the village to avoid substantial loss of life. In doing 
this huge act of bravery, all 12 crew perished.  
 
I was just over four years old. I wasn't very old but there are things that stick in your mind. My 
mum and I were going to Soham and we heard this plane crash. When we went back to our house 
in  and when mum went upstairs the bedroom ceiling in my sisters bedroom had 
come down with the force of the impact. In my mums bedroom ceiling I could lie on the bed look at 
all the cracks in the ceiling from when that happened. They just painted over it. My sister's 
bedroom ceiling had to be completely redone.  
 
I think about the crash every time I travel along Beck Rd or Sheldricks I consider this land to be 
sacred and should be preserved in memory of those who lost their lives there. And to me Sunnica 
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putting those panels on that field shouldn't be because to me that is a sacred site where 12 men 
stayed on that plane to save our village. If it wasn't for those 12 airmen our village might have 
been blown up. I don't think nothing should be put on there. I know they have crops on there but 
the land is still there where those men got killed. With these panels going on I think it should not 
happen because it is a place that Isleham people of my age remember where the plane crashed 
and that saved our village. A lot of our children in fact my sisters would've been killed if that had 
come down on the school and a lot of the village would've been destroyed if it had come down in 
the village. To me that is a very sacred site, to me it should be preserved. You can still see the dip 
in the ground if there's no crops on it you can see the dip in the ground where the plane actually 
came down. To me that shouldn't be hidden. It should be kept as a sacred site. That's the way I 
feel about it. And for Sunnica to put these panels on it I think it's absolutely disgusting because it 
shouldn't happen. They should not be putting panels on where 12 men saved our village. .If that 
had come down on the school I would have lost two sisters cause I'd got two sisters in at the 
school and I'd got cousins in there as well so you know there' would have been a lot of my family 
not here now. 
 
We have a plaque in the village to commemorate this and we hold regular memorial events to give 
thanks to the crew. I do not think that this land should be fenced off or drilled into and covered in 
solar panels. It should be preserved as it is and access should continue to be allowed in order to 
allow people to reflect and remember this event. Sunnica appears to have not considered this 
historic event, which is important to Isleham village. It is important that future generations can 
identify with the historic events that have taken place locally. This is passed on from generation to 
generation. We want this to continue and the future generations to have access to this land to 
keep the memory alive. To date, this site has been preserved to protect the memory and possible 
buried items on the site.  

 
 
 
 
I was at the school when it happened. I was about 7 or 8 at the time. I remember us all being told 
to get under the desks and my grandfather went to the site and came across an arm. The site 
should not be covered by Sunnica - the solar panels should go on the rooftops.   
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Mrs Brenda Downey Isleham resident 











[Type here] 

21 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 







[Type here] 

24 
 

Appendix 8 Children’ Statements 
 
 
The plane crash is a special part of Isleham's history and it was brave men who gave their lives 
away to save ours during a faulty plane crash that killed all of the crew. The plane was at the time 
the country's (and one of the world's) biggest aircraft, the B50 Stratofortress the biggest bomber, 
with a payload of three tons of live bombs which would have caused a lot of destruction to the 
village if these men didn't divert the plane away from it. To think that it could be covered in solar 
panels is just really sad and actually very angering due to it being such an important site for 
Isleham. At school we learnt about WW2 in the first term of Year Six and it is a very important 
subject in history in my opinion as it teaches children, including me, about what happened in our 
past and what this country has been like and the many lives brave people have saved and also 
given their own lives for us. These 12 crew members made a big sacrifice because that plane 
could have hit Isleham almost dead centre with all its payload which would have made a big crater 
in the middle of the village - no houses, no church, gone in a few seconds including many lives 
and we wouldn't be here if they didn't move that plane away. They were our saviours so we should 
reward them with a memorial towards all their families and them themselves to commemorate 
them over their sacrifice and keep their memory around. If you change the site it's not good. It 
should be kept there exactly how it was out of respect due to them sacrificing their lives. If it's 
covered over it's like their story would just be covered up and they'll be forgotten which is an awful 
thing to think of because if you were somebody that saved people by giving your life away, your 
one and only life, you should be commemorated and respected all across the nation and even the 
world.   

 
 
 
 
It was a bomber with 12 people on board and a lot bombs, They took off from Lakenheath and it 
was very foggy. It got into trouble and was nosediving down and it was heading straight for 
Isleham so then the pilot decided that they weren't going to survive so they turned away as far as 
they can away from Isleham to not kill everybody in Isleham. It was a really brave thing to do. The 
pilot was a hero because he saved lots of people's lives. The village shook because the 
explosion was so big. The field where they crashed should be kept the way it is because it's a 
memory of the people who saved our village. It should be preserved in memory of the people and 
their families.   
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Appendix 9  Personal testimony of a US relative of one of the crash victims 
 
 
My grandfather gave his life in service to my country and sacrificed bailing out so as to 
save a village and the lives therein, the land should be respected for that and maintained as 
the farmland it was. I'm sure a better plot can be found. 
 

Mr Brien Chatfield, (grandson of 1st Lt Robert W Chatfield) Los Angeles California 
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Appendix 10  Reference in Isleham Neighbourhood Plan (pg 51)  
 

 
 
Isleham Development Envelope 
 

 
Also see: Neighbourhood Plan  




