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National Transportation Safety Board
Aviation Accident Preliminary Report

Location: Kinston, NC Accident Number: ERA21FA257

Date & Time: June 17, 2021, 20:22 Local Registration: N402SJ

Aircraft: AIR TRACTOR INC AT-402B Injuries: 1 Fatal

Flight Conducted 
Under: Part 91: General aviation - Positioning

On June 17, 2021, at 2022 eastern daylight time, an Air Tractor AT-402B airplane, N402SJ, 
was destroyed when it impacted terrain in Kinston, North Carolina. The commercial pilot was 
fatally injured. The airplane was operated by the pilot as a positioning flight conducted under 
the provisions of Title 14 Code of Federal Regulations Part 91.

According to a friend of the pilot, she spoke with the pilot via mobile telephone for the majority 
of the flight. She reported that the total call time was about 7 minutes long and that the pilot 
was utilizing a handsfree wireless (Bluetooth) device. During the call, the pilot informed her 
that he had just finished a full day of agriculture spraying and was departing the Mount Olive 
Airport (W40), Mount Olive, North Carolina to return to his home in Dover, North Carolina. 
The pilot also stated that during the flight he was going to perform a “flyover at the [Kinston] 
drag strip.”

She heard the takeoff and about 3-4 minutes prior to the end of the call, the pilot described 
having an issue with a “light on the wing.” She reported that at this time, she noticed that the 
engine noise increased and became “higher in pitch.” Just before the end of the call, she heard 
an impact at which time the call dropped. She reported that the engine noise was constant until 
the call abruptly ended, which according to her call records, was at 2022.

According to the owner of the Kinston Drag Strip, he was unaware that the pilot planned to 
perform a flyover during the drag race event.

According to a witness at the Kinston Drag Strip, the airplane came into his view while he was 
assisting cars preparing to race. He reported that the airplane “dove down” over the pond 
northwest of the track, and then “went vertical.” He believed he observed the airplane up-side-
down during the maneuver, and when the airplane reached the top of the climb, he could tell 
“the propeller was changing speeds when it went upside down.” He then saw the airplane 
rapidly descend and immediately catch fire upon impact. Several additional witnesses provided 
similar accounts. 

Video captured by a personal electronic device showed the airplane approach the drag strip 
from the north at a low altitude and then enter a steep climb from an inverted attitude. As the 
airplane reached the top of the climb, it rolled to the right, momentarily became upright, and 
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then rapidly descended in a nose down attitude. The airplane impacted terrain in a near 
vertical attitude and exploded. Figure 1 displays select still frames from the video.

Figure 1 - Select still images from a video showing the airplane before it impacted the ground.

The airplane impacted a 5-ft-tall chain link fence and open grass about 60 ft from the drag strip 
track. The airplane was destroyed upon impact, and an explosion and post-crash fire consumed 
a majority of the left wing; however, the remainder of the airplane sustained minimal fire 
damage. The right fuel tank was breached on the bottom of the wing in several areas. A small 
amount of fuel was observed in the tank.

All flight control surfaces were located. Several flight control push pull rods were bent or had 
separated. All of the observed separations displayed fracture features that were consistent with 
overload separation. Control cable continuity was traced from the cockpit to the control surface 
for all flight controls. The fuel selector valve was found in the ON position. The flap actuator 
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extension jack screw measured approximately 3 inches, which corresponded to 22.5° of flaps 
extended (maximum flap travel was 26°).

The five-point seat belt harness, with deployable airbag shoulder restraints, was found secured 
to its attach points, and the airbags deployed.

The engine and all three propeller blades were located below the forward portion of the 
fuselage completely submerged in terrain. All three propeller blades remained intact and had 
separated from the propeller hub.  One blade exhibited significant torsional bending. Each 
blade exhibited leading-edge gouges, and the gouges in one blade were consistent with an 
impact with the chain length fence.  

The engine sustained significant impact damage and had fractured into two pieces aft of the air 
inlet screen area. Internal examination of the power section of the engine revealed leading edge 
gouging to several compressor rotor blades. Signs of significant amounts of ingestion of dirt 
and debris were observed. The fuel heater and associated fuel line remained partially attached; 
about 3 ounces of clear liquid that smelled of fuel drained from the line. The engine-driven low 
pressure fuel pump remained installed to the accessory gear box. A residual amount of clear 
fuel was present in the pump and it functioned normally when rotated by hand.

Aircraft and Owner/Operator Information 

Aircraft Make: AIR TRACTOR INC Registration: N402SJ

Model/Series: AT-402B NO SERIES Aircraft Category: Airplane

Amateur Built: No

Operator: Operating Certificate(s) 
Held:

Agricultural aircraft (137)

Operator Designator Code:

Meteorological Information and Flight Plan

Conditions at Accident Site: VMC Condition of Light: Day

Observation Facility, Elevation: KISO,94 ft msl Observation Time: 20:56 Local

Distance from Accident Site: 5 Nautical Miles Temperature/Dew Point: 21°C /17°C

Lowest Cloud Condition: Clear Wind Speed/Gusts, Direction: 0 knots / , 0°

Lowest Ceiling: None Visibility: 10 miles

Altimeter Setting: 30.05 inches Hg Type of Flight Plan Filed: None

Departure Point: Mount Olive, NC (W40) Destination: Dover, NC (NONE)
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Wreckage and Impact Information 

Crew Injuries: 1 Fatal Aircraft Damage: Destroyed

Passenger Injuries: Aircraft Fire: On-ground

Ground Injuries: N/A Aircraft Explosion: On-ground

Total Injuries: 1 Fatal Latitude, 
Longitude:

35.231441,-77.635695 

Administrative Information

Investigator In Charge (IIC): Gerhardt, Adam

Additional Participating Persons: David Laycock; FAA/ FSDO; Greensboro, NC
Dakota Lowe; Air Tractor Inc.; Olney, TX

Note:


