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AVIATION MUSEUMS TAKE FLIGHT

Lyon Air Museum’s Douglas C-47 Dakota, the “Willa Dean” was transferred from the USAAF to the
French in 1945, to the Israelis in 1967, and was purchased from commercial service for the Museum in
nearly original condition with few modifications. Today it is the most complete C-47 in operation.

In the cradle of modern aviation that is southern California, pioneering inventors

like Allan and Malcom Loughead, Eddie Martin, Jack Northrop, Kelly Johnson, Howard Hughes, Donald Douglas, and Roy Marquardt, just to name a few, pushed the
boundaries of aeronautical design and in the process created a new age of human
travel. Aviation museums throughout the southland offer a unique glimpse into the
history and the machines that have transformed modernity.
Christen Wright got involved in civil aviation through her dad’s “crazy” airplane collection, she explains. Wright’s father, Charles Nichols, was passionate

about assembling an airplane collection and turned the family carport into
the first Yank’s Air Museum boneyard.
Initially, he wanted three
planes that he believed were the most
significant aircraft of the twentieth century: the Beech Staggerwing, the P-40
Warhawk, and the Stearman PT. The
collection rapidly expanded to include
170 aircraft, representing the hallmarks of both civil and military aviation, including a Canadair F-86 Sabre
jet similar to the one flown by legendary aviator Jackie Cochran when she
became the first woman pilot to break
the sound barrier. The exhibit also includes Cochran’s helmet and two of
her flight suits.
Wandering through the museum is a bit like viewing the fossil
record. You can see how certain successful adaptations became more pronounced and robust over time, while
some odd vestigial appendages atrophied and disappeared altogether, or
evolved into something even stranger
and more fantastic with specialized
functions for use in unusual or extreme habitats. In every seam, rivet,
and control surface the Jurassic elegance of these flying machines is
manifest in gaping maw and horned
radome, slip streams and supersonic
waves molding and shaping the fuselage toward some unknown ideal.
Today, the Yanks Air Museum
has a ten-acre yard and 167,000
square feet of restoration and display
hangars at Chino Airport. The museum
gets many of its aircraft from the General Services Agency. Wright explains
that after the museum received its
letter of authorization from GSA it enabled them to visit military bases like
Davis Monthan Air Force Base in Arizona and make requests for unique
specimens.
One of the challenges faced
by the museum is that since 9-11, military fighter aircraft have been classed
as weapons of mass destruction, and
they are no longer delivered in a serviceable condition. In some cases the
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Lord Cultural Recruitment
Building Cultural Careers
Lord Cultural Recruitment is your global
recruitment partner, dedicated exclusively to the museum, cultural and
heritage sector.

The Grumman F-14 Tomcat viewed here at Yanks Air Museum replaced the Phantom F4 as the U.S. Navy’s primary multipurpose fighter, interceptor, reconnaissance platform when it was deployed in 1974.

engines and cockpit have been removed. The
problem was exacerbated when someone
started a careless rumor that the museum was
flying its F-14 Tomcat after hours, so they have
been particularly sensitive to these issues.
They are expecting delivery of an F-15 Eagle, F16 Fighting Falcon, and C-130 Hercules, all of
which have been rendered unflyable under the
new guidelines.
They are currently working on the restoration of a Super Constellation (EC-121T), which
Wright considers to be one of the most important aircraft in the collection. The unveiling will
be in December of 2011. The plane, which was

purchased from Global Aeronautical,
has the original interior and even the
plotting board that shows its last mission.
As for the continuing development of the collection they intend to
provide stories for each aircraft that
connect the pilots and their exploits to
the machines they flew. One such example is a new display they are developing based upon the Yamamoto mission, dubbed Operation Vengeance, in
which a sortie of P-38s was sent to
attack the private plane of General
Yamamoto, the principle architect of the
December 7, 1941
attack on Pearl Harbor.
A blade from one of the
P-38s will be included
in the display as well
as personal accounts
of the mission.
The Lockheed Super Constellation EC-121T seen
here in profile was designed
for surveillance as part of
the airborne early warning
system from 1954-1978
and patrolled 300 miles off
of the Atlantic and Pacific
shores of the United States

Lord Cultural Recruitment offers a
range of recruitment and human resources services for both new and
established clients. Our clients benefit
from the years of experience that we
bring to the field in recruitment, human
resources planning and people management.
For further details on the professional
recruitment services provided by Lord
Cultural Recruitment please contact:
Americas, Asia & Pacific inquiries:
csjoberg@lordculturalrecruitment.com
European, Middle East & Africa inquiries: iduckworth@lordculturalrecruitment.com
For information on current vacancies
and to join our global database and
register as a job seeker in the museum,
cultural and heritage sector please visit
our website :
www.lordculturalrecruitment.com

The historical and cultural resources
professionals at EarthTouch have
completed more than 1,000 projects
for private corporations and government agencies in the western United
States, including:
Wireless Telecommunications
Seismic/Geophysical Exploration
Highway/Transportation
Oil/Gas Development

Call 801-771-2800
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Mark Foster, general manager of the Lyon Air Museum located at John Wayne Airport, explains that creating
an exhibit that portrays the historic connection between the
pilots, the aircraft, and the decisive contribution made by air
power during WWII has been a major goal of the museum,
which has developed a very sophisticated oral historical approach to the problem of teaching about history.
Foster believes that the most important contribution
made by the Lyon Museum has been its work with the community, and particularly in its relationship with the Freedom
Committee of Orange County, which is a group of knowledgeable veterans who either flew or worked with the aircraft during their term of service.
“It’s a huge part of our history,” says Foster. “They
came out of the defining event of the 20th century.”
The museum now has 70 volunteers, including B-17
Flying Fortress, P-51 Mustang, C-54 Skymaster, and P-40
Flying Tiger pilots as well as survivors of the Pearl Harbor
Attack, like Jack Hammett, who can regale visitors with stories from WWII and later conflicts. Now into Phase III of its
operation, the museum is working with the Newport Mesa
Unified School District Curriculum to bring students into the
museum to interact with the aircraft and the veterans.
“We like to educate and inspire the youth, especially students from the local school districts,” says Foster.
One of the most significant attractions in the air museum is the B-17 Flying Fortress called Fuddy Duddy. Foster
describes it as the defining bomber of the 20th century. The
heavily armored Fuddy Duddy was used as the private transport by Generals Eisenhower and MacArthur when they traveled throughout the Pacific Theater of War. After the war,
the plane became a fire bomber for the U.S. Forest Service.
It has also played a role in the cinema, and was featured in
the Steve McQueen film “The War Lover” and was one of five

B-17 bombers used in the film “Tora, Tora, Tora.”
Another significant historic vehicle in the collection
that draws stares from curious visitors is not a plane, in fact,
but a car; a 1939 Mercedes G4, which is a 6-wheeled parade
car once owned by Adolf Hitler.
All of the planes in the Lyon Museum collection are
flyable and occasionally make surprise appearances at air
shows throughout the country. However, the challenges of
running such a museum, says Foster, is the staggering cost
of maintaining and operating the vintage aircraft. The cost of
overhauling just one of the radial engines on a B-17 is
$75,000 plus an additional $15,000 for accessories like
magnetos, and carburetors. Propellers can also cost tens of
thousands of dollars, not to mention the expense of housing
a plane that has a 103 foot wingspan.
The museum generates funding by charging admission and receives a generous stipend from the museum’s namesake, General William Lyon, who has provided the museum as a gift to the community.
Fortunately, the museum shares a space with Martin
Aviation, which contributes mechanical and engineering
expertise to the museum. Foster would like to see aerospace companies take a more aggressive role in preserving the history of their own creations, in the way that
Boeing has developed a program for restoring one of its
B-29s, but he says that many companies are unwilling to
make such an investment because some investors simply don’t understand the historical significance of such a
project.

The Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress is one of the most famous aircraft
from WWII, and the Lyon Air Museum’s Fuddy Duddy was the personal
transport for Generals Eisenhower and MacArthur in the Pacific.
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Chicago, IL
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The Flying Leatherneck Aviation Museum on MCAS Miramar,
California is charged with preserving the history of Marine
Corps Aviation and the legacy of Marine’s in air combat and
humanitarian roles throughout the twentieth century.
“Marine aviators have played a role in every major
engagement since WWI,” says Chuck Meadows, Office Manager, Flying Leatherneck Historical
Foundation. “It is the leading edge of
combat.”
Marine Corps Aviation is
unique. Marine Aviation’s primary function is to support Marine ground operations. When deployed, Marine Air assets respond to the needs of the Marine Commander on the ground.
He explains that some of the
most famous wartime operations were
conducted by Marine aviators, such as
the rescue of Captain Scott O’Grady
after he was shot down in Bosnia and
spent six days evading capture from
Serbian pursuers. U.S. Marines of the
24th Expeditionary Unit from the USS
Kearsarge performed the rescue with
two each Marine CH-53’s, AH-1W Cobra
helicopters, and two Marine AV-8 Harrier jets, and each of these aircraft can
be viewed on the grounds of the museum.
“One of our most historic air-

craft is a CH-46 Seaknight helicopter named Lady Ace 09,”
says Meadows. The helicopter is famous for lifting U.S. Ambassador, Graham Martin from the rooftop of the American
embassy during Operation Frequent Wind after the fall of
Saigon in 1975, and was spared the indignity of being
hefted overboard once it landed on the deck of the USS
Blue Ridge. HMM (Marine Medium
Helicopter Squadron) 165 “White
Knights” recently celebrated the 35th
anniversary of the event unveiling
LADY ACE 09 to the public with Colonel Gerry Berry, pilot of LADY ACE 09
on that fateful day, in attendance.
The museum recently submitted a request to the Department
of the Navy for a permanent indoor
facility that would allow the aircraft
to be displayed indoors and help
protect the airframes from the outside elements. The ocean breeze
from the nearby Pacific has been a
problem because the museum’s
static display of Marine aircraft is
outside. “The outside elements are
horrible on air frames,” says Meadows, “If we don’t perpetuate the history and accomplishments of Marine
Aviation and their successes, people
will miss a big part of history.”

PRESERVATION CHRONICLES

Page 8

Architectural Salvage of San Diego

ARCHITECTURAL SALVAGE OF SAN DIEGO HAS BEEN SUPPLYING ADVENTUROUS HOMEOWNERS,
RESTORATION ENTHUSIASTS, AND DESIGNERS SINCE OUR INCEPTION IN 1996. RUN BY
KNOWLEDGEABLE AND FRIENDLY STAFF, OUR STORE OFFERS AN EXTENSIVE, CONSTANTLYCHANGING INVENTORY. WE ARE PRESERVATION-ORIENTED, EMPHASIZING SUSTAINABLE PRACTICES
THROUGH REUSE. AND THE STORE IS FUN.

2401 Kettner Blvd., San Diego CA 92101, tel: (619) 696-1313

NATION’S LARGEST SELECTION OF ANTIQUE AMERICAN INDIAN ART, NAVAJO RUGS, AND
NAVAJO BLANKETS AND OLD ANTIQUE AMERICAN INDIAN BASKETS
TEL: (800) 579-0860
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Pat Brown had her first airplane ride as a Brownie
for use by downed pilots. Their new plans are far-reaching
Scout at the age of seven in 1948 and was so exhilarated
and include constructing rooms inside the current hangar
by the experience she went home to tell her father who was
that will be temperature and humidity controlled for their
a breeder and trainer of Thoroughbred and Western Riding
artifact collection.
horses. He told her, “You’re safer on a horse.” She spent
The museum’s prize possession is a PBJ-1J,
the next two summers with broken arms from equestrian
which was the Marine Corp’s version of the B-25 Mitchell
accidents yet her passion for aviation continued into adultbomber. When they finish the renovation of the PBJ somehood and led Brown and her husband to attend the first
time next year, it will be the only flying PBJ in the world.
meeting of the Confederate Air Force, which later became
The PBJ has been a labor of love for a number of the muthe Commemorative Air Force, Southern California Wing,
seum’s volunteers since it was acquired in the late
which maintains an aviation museum at the Camarillo Air1990s. Yet, for one of the volunteers the plane has speport.
cial meaning and represents a direct connection between
They received their first aircraft from the Comhimself and father he never knew.
memorative Air Force Unit Headquarters in Harlingen, Texas.
Nine months after David Fish was born, his faThe plane was a Curtiss-Wright C-46 long range transport
ther, Captain Doit Fish, died in the crash of PBJ “MB 11”
that was used to fly men and equipment over the Himalayas
on May 30, 1945. Fish’s father had enlisted as a naval
during WWII, or what was called “flying the hump.” After the
air cadet and accepted a commission in the U.S. Marine
plane was fitted with two
Corps as a 2nd Lieutennew engines it was flown
ant, becoming part of the
from Conrow, Texas to CaliVMB-611 bomber squadfornia and is now part of
ron in November of
the museum’s growing
1943. David Fish was
collection of historic airborn on August 1944
craft.
while his father was in
“It never occurred
San Diego for deployto us we would have more
ment and his father rethan one plane,” says
ceived temporary leave
Brown. “It’s like a family
to return to Illinois to see
that keeps having children,
his newborn son before
but it’s not cheaper by the
being sent with several
dozen.”
other PBJ-1 crews to the
In the early 2000s
Philippine island of Minthey received a Mitsubishi
danao. On May 30, 1945
AM3 Japanese Zero from
he and his crew were
the Santa Monica Museum
reported missing in acof Flying, which is one of The PBJ-1J now under renovation by the Commemorative Air Force will be the only tion and the wreckage
only four flyable zeros in operational aircraft of its kind when it is completed at Camarillo Aviation Museum wasn’t discovered until
the world and was used in
October of 1956. The
the movie Pearl Harbor. They now have two flyable Zeros in
remains were returned to Hawaii and a group burial was
the collection, as one was recently loaned to them for winter
held in July of 1957.
storage.
Fish had been researching his father’s history
Then, says Brown, in the early 90s an unusual thing
and the crew of the ill-fated PBJ of VMB-611 when he restarted happening. People were bringing their personal articeived a call from Dan Newcomb at the Camarillo Aviation
facts to the museum and requesting that they be stored or
Museum. Newcomb informed Fish that they were restorput on display. Sometimes they would leave things at the
ing the last PBJ that was assigned to the Marine Corps,
front door anonymously. The artifact collection grew so rapand invited him to participate. Before David took ill, he
idly that they acquired six mobile homes from the Point
had been making a weekly pilgrimage to the Museum to
Mugu Naval Air Station to house the objects. In 2001 they
take part in the slow and laborious process of restoring
built two large hangars to house the museum facilities and
the aircraft. The airplane has become an emblem of the
demolished the original structure they had been using.
deep sacrifice made by David’s father, and shared by his
One of the unusual artifacts that was donated to
family. When the aircraft is completed and takes to the
the museum and now resides in the permanent collection is
air next year it will bear the designation of Captain Doit
a tiny compass that you can hide in your mouth, intended
Fish’s lost plane.
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O R A L H I S T O RY O F AV I AT O R K E N W R I G H T

Photograph shows Royal Air Force Flight Lieutenant, Ken Wright sitting at the navigators
position in a Wellington Bomber, during WWII.

Born and raised in the shadow of Stirling Castle, Ken Wright

was imbued with a deep sense of history and a profound
awareness of the sacrifices born by his fellow countrymen.
Generations of Scottish Highlanders were selected for service in the British military and were marched off to war
across fields from Bangalore to Verdun, and their projection
into the theater of air combat was no less devastating. As a
navigator on the Handley Page, to the nimble de Havilland
Mosquito NF 36, and the jet-powered de Havilland Vampire
Mk X and Meteor, to his role as a Thor missile man, Wright’s
career encompasses a dramatic transformation in the application and development of military air power from the propeller age to the missile age. In the following oral history
interview, which took place at his home, Ken Wright reflects
on his experience as an RAF aviator, his participation in
WWII, the Berlin Airlift, and his later work as a Thor missile
man.

KW: I was in a little village about a mile out of
the main town called St. Ninians and went to
school there, which was a primary school. You
start schooling at the age of five. At age
twelve, you take an exam that determines
which of two high schools you will attend. I
was assured because of my high marks that
I’d be going to the “High School” which was
named due to its location high up on the way
up to the Castle in the center of town. The
other was the Riverside, named because the
River Forth that ran through and around Stirling, ran right by it. It’s a very twisty part—
famous in the battle of Stirling Bridge during
the war against the English with William Wallace made famous in the movie Braveheart.
The Wallace Monument is the famous
one dedicated to—Sir William Wallace. Well,
he was a knight in Scotland only so when they
eventually captured him he was hung, drawn
and quartered; he wasn’t killed in the Tower of
London because the English didn’t recognize
Scottish knights, so they booted him out to
some other cheap prison in London.
There were two Generals in the battle, Murray and Wallace and they rather think
that Murray was the brain behind it because
the next time Wallace fought the English,
(Murray was killed during the battle), at
Falkirk, which is about 20 miles away east, he
got his butt kicked big time. That was the end
of him and he had to take to hiding out in the
highlands.

Stirling Castle is famous, of course,
having been built by the Romans against the
Picts about 500 B.C. One of the things growing up in Scotland, about 80% of Scottish history was within about a 20
mile radius of Stirling. All the famous battles and so on
and, of course, Stirling Castle was never captured by the
English. Edinburgh Castle was, but the Scots were able to
hold out there. Of course, that goes back to the days of
Robert the Bruce and the battle of Bannockburn in 1314.
All these numbers still fresh in your memory because you
grew up amongst it, so history was a natural thing you had
to learn at school and also you got to know it because you
saw it every day. It was kind of neat.
Flying was coming into its own in the 1930’s and
we had records and people, women like Amelia Earhart.
We had Amy Johnson, and she established world records
in flying mainly through the empire we had in those days
in Britain, all the way down from England to Australia. And
then about every other year we’d get a flying circus come
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tions over Germany. And he was still O.K., he didn’t have
a twitch but I could see it was going to be coming on and
that was the last time I ever saw him. He finished up in
Germany. He was one of the 20,000 we never did find.
We lost 65,000 men in Bomber Command alone out of
110,000, and he was one of that number.
We were trained under the Empire Air Training
Scheme which was mainly done in Canada and a small
amount in America and also in South Africa and Rhodesia.
They farmed us out all over the darn planet to learn to fly
where it was safe to do it and you didn’t hit anybody but
your own buddies. While waiting to go for flight training, I
had buddied up with another Scot from Glasgow, Lockhart
Little.

From its commanding position atop Castle Hill, Stirling Castle dominates
the landscape and is a constant reminder of the bloody conflicts that
have defined Scotland’s centuries old struggle for independence.

to town and they just used these old biplanes that put on a
show. There’s a well known aviator called Alan Cobham,
who ran the thing and was later knighted during the war for
his service. You could get a ride in those planes. Of course,
it cost a lot of money and we didn’t have that in those days
but it was fun to see these airplanes fly. And, of course,
like all kids, we were fascinated by building little model airplanes that were, you know, powered by rubber bands, no
electronics or engines of any kind in those days at all. But
it was fun and that was basically how we got our interest in
aviation.
I opted out of school at the age of 15
and went into accountancy. I did a year of
that then I talked with a buddy of mine and
got into the post office with him as what was
technically known as a sorting clerk and telegraphist. Jimmy Campbell and I became
pretty good buddies. He went into the Air
Force about the same time I did and went in
as a wireless operator and became an NCO. I
went in and was going for what they call Pilot,
Navigator or Bomb Aimer, where you could do
one of the three and you didn’t know which
one you would be.

Anyway they asked for volunteers for gunnery
training and you could go and become a sergeant in six
weeks and they wanted 300 because they were losing a
lot of gunners so I thought hum—sitting in a turret doesn’t
appeal to me that much but you could be flying much
sooner. So this was the carrot they were dangling in front
of us and I thought—my dad said never volunteer for anything in the military—he learned the hard way in WW I. So
I thought, “No, this doesn’t sound right.” So let’s pass on
that and Locky said, “No, I’ll be a sergeant in six weeks.” I
thought, “Yeah, but you could still go to Canada and have
a really good training and get what you wanted to do and
still be a sergeant, either navigation, bomb aiming or piloting for that matter.” And he said no, I’ll plunk for this, so
off he went and the next time I saw him I was at his funeral when I came back from Canada. He got shot up and
died in England and was the only one
wounded but then the crew was killed
about, I gather about five or six weeks
later anyway.
So anyway that’s when I sailed
off to Canada on the Queen Mary which
was kind of a thrill because I’d seen her
being built at Clydebank when I was a kid
in the 1930’s and never thought I’d ever
sail on the darn thing. In fact, I sailed on
her twice, once during the war and once
in peacetime when I came out to fly with
the Marine Corp back in the 1950’s.

We sailed from the Clydebank
So anyway I went off to Canada and
up in Scotland and we were kept below
trained, and that will come up later, but Amy Johnson dazzled audiences who deck because there were some VIPs
Jimmy went and became a wireless operator. turned out in droves to witness her coming on board. Rumor had it that it
When I came back from Canada I was com- aerobatic exploits. She died in WWII was the Dutch royal family who were gomissioned at that point in time and so when serving in the Air Transport Auxiliary
ing to be moved to Canada. As it turned
he was home on leave, he was flying in Lanout once we sailed, we found out it was
casters and boy he’d changed dramatically. He had aged
Churchill. He was on his way to Canada to meet with
unbelievably because of the stress of night bomber operaPresident Roosevelt at Quebec. Normally, the Queen
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Mary and the Queen Elizabeth sailed in and out of New York
but as we had Winnie on board, we sailed into Halifax in
Nova Scotia.
We had on board a lot of the high paid help—Chiefs
of Staff and so on. We had two people, Wing commander
Guy Gibson, who had just finished the Dam Buster Raid on
the Mohne and Eder dams in Germany. He was going on a
speaking tour in America. Churchill’s daughter—not Sarah,
the other one, I can’t think of her name offhand—she was on
board. We had Brigadier Wingate who was famous for the
“Chindits” campaign in India and Burma which was a sort of
a guerilla warfare type where Chindits would be dropped
behind Japanese lines and create all sorts of mayhem before the army got there; kind of like what they did against
Rommel with the SAS in North Africa.

hell have I done now? He said, “Three of you have been
commissioned.” (Only three of us were commissioned out
of a course of about 50), which was kind of a feather in
my cap. And then I got three choices. He said you can
either stay in Canada as an instructor, because I’d come
out top on the bombing and gunnery training. I thought no
way. How can I? I just graduated, what in the hell are
you talking about. And so he said, “Well, you can go on a
high level bombing course on moving targets.” And I said,
“Wait a minute, moving targets. That means Coastal Command flying in a flying boat over the ocean looking for submarines…that could take years—forget it.” And, of course,
the third one he said well you can go back home and become a bomber crew but as a bomb aimer well, okay,
that’ll do and I’d still get a good seat up in the front so—
well, I’ll take it.

Anyway it was an interesting time on the ship. ChurBack to England and after some familiarization
chill didn’t talk to us but we were all lined up on the boat
flying, I went to the north of Scotland to
deck one day and he inspected us. And I
learn how to fly big bombers and landed in
was surprised because he’s not that much
a place called Lossiemouth. I spent ten
taller than I am. He’s about your build actuweeks there. I learned how to fly with a
ally—although sort of a chunky guy and he
crew in a Wellington bomber. They were
came pounding down there and I swear to
still using them operationally, but the ones
God that guy almost had an aura around
we were flying were pretty well worn out.
him. You know, we were this close to him as
We had all sorts of problems with them.
he was walking by and if he said “jump overBut it was standard, once they had been
board” we’d all have gone and we wouldn’t
used up in operations they were sort of put
have questioned it at all. He had that sort of
out to pasture as trainers. Of course, a lot
presence—it was just impressive to be
of them didn’t quite make the grade and
around him. And Gibson and Wingate gave
there were crashes galore.
us a talk in the movie theatre. We didn’t
And by this time the war was rollknow who Wingate was because when we
ing along pretty darn well. I was getting
first saw him he was in civilian clothes and
worried we’d never get to an operational
then when he was introduced as the speaker
in the theatre that night he gave us a run- This photograph of Winston Churchill base at all with the delays, with all the
down on what he did. He was a fascinating addressing the crowd with his trade- training and the casualty figures had
guy—he was killed later in the campaign. mark “V” for victory sign, was taken in dropped so they weren’t using up crews as
June of 1943, about a month after his
fast so there was a bit of a breakdown in
Anyway that got us to Canada.
voyage on the Queen Mary to meet
the pipeline. So anyway we get to our conwith
President
Franklin
Roosevelt
Then we boarded a train and five
version training on to the Halifax and this
days later we finished up at Dafoe out in the
was in the winter of 1944 and that was
prairies in Saskatchewan. There was nothing there but the
one of the worst winters in Europe and that was during the
camp and the town of Dafoe was just really a whistle stop on
Battle of the Bulge. We couldn’t even supply Patton’s
the railway line. And we did our bombing and gunnery trainarmy with fuel. They were using bombers to fly fuel over
ing there flying a thing called the Bristol Blenheim. My navithere as well for both Monty’s army in the north and Patgation training was done near Winnipeg in Manitoba.
ton’s army in the south. Bomber Command switched to
So when I finished the navigation side we became doing that because we didn’t have enough transports to
what used to be called an observer. You were qualified in do it all.
bombing, gunnery and also navigation so you covered all
For your graduation trip, you took part in a night
three—that was known as an observer but at the final
bombing raid but you didn’t drop bombs—you dropped
graduation in the barracks, the NCO in charge of our group,
what they called “Window”, which was a tinsel like matewe were all what we call PFC’s at that time—AC2s was the
rial like you put on Christmas trees, it’s now known as
terminology—Air Craftsman Second Class. The guy came in
chaff—but that fouls up the radar sets. So every night on
and said, “Oh, you better come with me”—and what in the
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Photograph taken by Ken Wright of a Halifax bomber in his bomber wing
over the English Channel, taken from the tail section of his aircraft.

a bomber mission there would be a dummy raid would go
out as well. Its aim would be to confuse the German forces
as to where the main force was going to go. They’d show up
on their radar but by using window they wouldn’t know which
one was the real bomber force or which was the diversionary
force until it was too late to move the fighters.
We’d crossed the bomb line going into Germany and
were still shoveling this stuff out, everything is timed on a
bombing mission to the minute. So we had to fly to a certain
point in Germany as if we were heading for a target—I think it
was Strasburg that night—as if the main force was going
there and their aim was to draw the night fighter forces
down to intercept ours while the main force came into the
north and bombed some other targets in the Ruhr wherever
they were going that night.
Our force was only about 80 airplanes all shoveling
out window. So we got to the cease point to stop dropping
the window and what we did then, our whole force would
stop dropping the window and then drop down—we were
about 18,000 feet—we’d drop down to 5,000 feet, do a 180
and head back on a different track going back to Britain—or
England. And that’s what happened.
On our way back coming down through a cloud, engines throttled back, Des at his navigation table, I’m sitting
beside him because I worked all the radar navigation equipment as well; I happened to glance up and there’s the altimeter reading 3,500 feet. I said “Hey, Jeff, we’re supposed
to be at 5,000!” He said, “Yeah.” Then he said, “All the engines have stopped.” “What!” Of course, they’d been throttled back so I hadn’t noticed they were so quiet, that got my
attention right away. Des popped up and said, “What’s happening?” Geoff said, “You’d better bail out blokes,” and I
said “okay.” Because when I mentioned it at 3,500 feet I
said, “There’s some hills around here, too, you know.” And
he said yeah and he said, “You better bail out.” And that was

it. So I pulled the blackout curtain back and shot into the
nose of the aircraft to get my parachute which was stowed
beside the bomb sight. So I clipped that on and came
back through the door—through the curtain rather, and
expected to see a big hole in the floor because Des and I
sat on a bench seat, so we’d flipped that up when I got up
and he was supposed to open the hatch and the hatch
was hinged towards the front of the airplane. So I came
back and here’s Des who was 6’2”, 180 pounds, he was a
pretty hefty guy and fit as could be and he put both hands
on the damn handle and the door’s not opening up. I
couldn’t help him because it meant me standing on the
damn door and that wouldn’t help anyway. So he was
straining like mad—we’d have been there yet—so I lifted
his helmet up and said we’ll go out the back. So he
turned around and zoomed off—I didn’t see him until the
next day.
I set off towards the rear of the aircraft and could
see the wireless operator was getting up, because his
seat was underneath where the pilot sat. It’s a pretty
deep aircraft, the Halifax, so that was not an unusual position. It’s similar in other types of airplanes. Anyway I got
my harness caught on the stowed take-off bench seat. I
would act as second pilot on take-off because we only
carried one pilot. And that seat would fold down and it
caught my harness as I went by and I had time to look at
the instruments and they were all going all over the place
and the altimeter was still winding down. I got free and
the wireless operator was right behind me.
My engineer, Al, was at the main petrol controls
set half way back in the fuselage, just at the end of the
bomb bay, and he’s there and the red light’s flashing on
and off so we had engine problems for sure. I thought,
he’s not on the intercom, he might not have heard we’re
going to jump so I told him, “You have to jump” and he
nodded and I went by because the wireless operator was
right behind me and I was holding him up. I went ass
over tea kettle off the end of the bomb bay.
It’s a big step down because it’s dark and I had
no night vision, I’d been working under the lights. There
are no lights in the back of the airplane. I get there and I
get upright again and there’s Jimmy, the mid-upper gunner with the main entry hatch open so he sat down and I
gave him a push and I just dived out after him. I don’t
know where the rest of the guys were but we weren’t taking numbers on this occasion. I couldn’t see anybody anyway so out I went. And as the tail went over my head, I
could see that going by, I had my hand on the D ring and,
of course, the slipstream pulled it for me and I could hear
the shroud lines pouring out. And there was a jerk, I must
have been falling head first on my back because when the
chute opened I became vertical and my boots shot off—
well one of them—the left one got away—no the right one
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got away but I managed to keep the left one on. So I could
feel myself swaying so I did the usual training corrections,
we were in a cloud, I couldn’t see anything anyway. I knew
Jimmy was out ahead of me and I yelled, “Can you hear me,”
but he must have been on the ground by then because I got
it straightened out and there was a snap, crackle, pop and I
was in a tree. I did the dumbest thing I’ve ever done in my
life—I turned the release buckle, unsnapped it and fell out of
the chute. Oh shit, I could be 50 feet in the air, I grabbed at
the harness, too late—I was on my way down and I landed in
a bush. I sat there in dead silence. After all the noise and
everything in the airplane it was really quiet in the forest. I
waited and waited and waited and I expected to hear a
bloody big bang when the plane hit and blew up and there
was nothing—nada.
What the hell—what happened? We got the order—
what happened to the airplane. It had to explode with all
that fuel on board but nothing. It stayed in the air—the engines came on and what had happened, being a rookie pilot
on a four engine bomber, Geoff had forgotten to put on the
carburetor heat that heated the carburetors that control the
engine. The plane was doing this as we were going down—a
surge and then go off again—it started to try and melt the ice
on the carburetors —of course, he was lucky enough as he
was strapped in so tight expecting to crash so when the engineer popped up beside him—“What are you doing still
here?” But anyways the power came on and he got that
puppy up there and the next day when we got in with the
American Intelligence guys that were in Patton’s army, we’d
crossed back over the bomb line so we were about—I knew
exactly where it was lat and longitude—I’d just taken a fix on
the radar. And here I was on the ground completely lost and
didn’t know where the hell I was in a forest. Anyway they
almost took the roof off some of the homes in the local village when the power came back on—they were just about on
the ground. They were dead lucky to get away with it.
So they climbed out and they didn’t know what had
happened to the plane so they called up Darky, which was
the code name for Mayday in those days in World War II. It
changed after that. They were being politically correct I
guess. But anyway they got in touch and the first voice he
heard was an American because we were over the American
section of the invasion of Patton’s army and so on and they
passed them up to another base and they asked them what
it was they were flying and they said a Halifax four engine
bomber—“Don’t worry, we’ll get you down.” They lit up an
airfield with searchlights. They said they couldn’t believe it—
they had lights everywhere and they landed fairly far north
from where we were—about another 60 miles away or something. And they landed the thing and taxied in behind a little
jeep with a guy with his little wands. The next day when they
went out in daylight to take a look at the airplane, they had
taxied down between two rows of B26s with the wing span
overlapping and if he’d gone either way they would have

wrecked half the airplanes. I didn’t find out about that
until about a week later when we got back.
Anyway, there I was in France completely lost in a
forest and there was nothing much I could do until it got
light. So I just sort of sat under a tree. Fortunately—you’re
not supposed to jump out with your helmet on because
the cord can get caught on the shroud lines—it could snap
your neck but as I’d been below oxygen level at 10,000
feet and I always undid it anyway—it was more comfortable because you don’t need oxygen at that point. And
you just put your mask on when you talked to anybody and
then let it hang. So I put out my foot and wrapped the
intercom lead around it and held it. So I was sort of off by
myself in the boonies and, of course, it was raining and
there was mud everywhere. I came across a pathway
through this forest—I was going downhill. I reckon we got
out with a bit of luck around about 1,200 feet maybe give
or take a little bit, 12-1,400 feet, which is about the minimum you want to be for the type of parachutes we had in
those days. Anyway down we came and I got to the edge
of the forest.
I could hear traffic all night but you could never
tell direction in a forest—that’s why people get lost—it’s
real easy. I saw a little farmhouse off to my left at the end
of this stretch of green grass going from the tree line down
towards the road. There was traffic on it, jeeps and so on.
So I went hobbling down there and, of course, in those
days we used to carry a little whistle with you on your tunic
because if you ditched in the ocean you could blow the
whistle and the guys could find you in the dark and get
you into a dingy.
I’m blowing this whistle and a jeep stops and
there were two French soldiers in it—I thought oh, shit. My
schoolboy French is barely good enough to get my face
slapped, you know. So I explained to them I was a British
airman, I’d just come down by parachute. Because they’d
only cleaned the Germans out of there about a couple of
days earlier, and my uniform looked kind of grayish like
the Germans had, so the French weren’t too sure about
me. While they debated what to do I just climbed on the
back of the jeep, you know—if they’re going to shoot me
they’ll have to clean it up.
They took me into the local police station and six
of the biggest gendarmes I’ve ever seen in my life—they
marched me off down the street and the windows were
going up and the women were looking and children were
pointing—they’d never seen anything like this. So they
marched me down to the American military police outfit
there and I said I’d like to speak to an intelligence officer
about a bailed out RAF aircraft.
He said “sure” and he got me two intelligence
guys—a captain and a major and they said, “Well, what
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was your mission?” I told them what we were doing and they
said, “You can tell them, you know—we’re cleared for secret
stuff.” I said, “That’s okay.” So I told them what happened
and I said, “I don’t know what happened to the plane, but I
know at least two of us go out of it.” And they said, “We got
reports of some other air crew—one injured that we know of,
in this village,” and they quoted a name I can’t even remember now. So I said, “That’s probably my guys.” So they said
they are going to be bringing them in.
I said, “Well, can you get me a pair of shoes?” They
said, “Yeah, go out and see the sergeant outside.” I said,
“Could you get me a pair of boots?” And he said, “What
size?” And I said, “Eight.” And he said, “Get boots for the
“lieutenant.” So I got a pair of brand new boots and that
amazed the heck out of me. You know, we were 20 miles
behind the line then and to do that in the RAF it would have
taken a voucher signed by the king to get one pair out that
quickly, it was unbelievable. So I put the boots on. I kept my
flying boot—I thought it was a souvenir thing. Anyway I go
back to talk with these guys—I gave them all the information
of what it was all about and in comes the rest of my crew and
Jimmy, my mid upper gunner, had my other flying boot. If you
can imagine in a forest finding a flying boot in the middle of
the night and getting it back because my name was on it, so I
got both my boots back which was amazing.
While they were getting the guys sorted out and debriefing them I went to lunch with these guys and they gave
me a meal. They were billeted with a French chef and I’d
never eaten food like that in my life ever. And they had all
the American rations and this guy was a local chef, they put
on a meal—I couldn’t believe what I was eating—it was absolutely gorgeous.
So I came back—they said, “We have to fly you up to
Paris and then you’ll be taken over by the Brits and that’s our
standard procedure for escapees, evaders and any bailed
out air crew.” That’s what they did with us. So they flew us
in a DC3 up to Paris and then we were picked up by an RAF
guy and we had four of us there because they kept the tail
gunner being so badly bashed up, they kept him in the hospital. But the rest of us were in good shape. The wireless operator scratched his face on the bushes, on a tree when he
came down and Des, he did the right thing. He stayed in the
parachute harness until it got light—hung there all night. Of
course, when it got light and he was on the tallest damn tree
at the edge of the forest practically and the wireless operator, he climbed down the tree—he did the same thing and
waited until he could see what he was doing. I found his
scarf at the bottom of the tree so I knew—because his name
was on it and it was soaked with water—there was no point in
keeping it so I just left it there.
Before I left the American guys I gave them the exact latitude and longitude of where I’d come down and I de-

Ken Wright (right) and Desmond Muirhead (left) in Paris after bailing out of
their Halifax over Patton’s army, still wearing their Mae West life jackets.

scribed it as best I could with a map that he showed me that
the Army was using. I said, “The chute should be here and
there’s four of them at least—maybe five.” And, of course,
chutes were made of silk in those days. And silk for these
French gowns—they could make clothing and do all sorts of
stuff with that. So this was great bartering equipment for
them—they were off on a jeep and a fire axe to chop a tree
down. I hope they got it.
We got up to Paris and then they split us up, the two
NCO’s, the gunner and the wireless operator, Jimmy and
Maurice. The military police put them up at the hotel where
they were billeted. And we were billeted in another hotel for
officers—it was an officers’ club setup. So—we said we’d
meet them outside later and we’d go in and have a drink so—
which is what we did—fatal mistake. I’d never had champagne in my life and we’re sitting at the bar. (we’d left our
Mae West in the hotel where we’d been dumped and walked
across the street to this magnificent building formerly owned
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by Rothschild), I remember a gorgeous staircase going up
inside it and anyway in the bar we got chatting with a medical officer and a pilot on a short leave from a Belgian air
strip—they were getting R&R in Paris. And, of course, he had
a list of all the hot spots to go to from some of the guys that
had picked some social diseases in the process.
Anyway they were going to give us a tour of the
nightlife in Paris. And Des and I were both knocking down
champagne cocktails and they were really neat—sweet as
could be. I’d never had anything other than a beer or a
Scotch at New Year’s. So I’m knocking these things down
like soda pops and my head was getting a little bit light. I
said, “I’ll be back—I’m going to the bathroom.” So I go out
there, lean against the wall—whoosh—and I’m on the floor.
And Des comes in and sees me down there and I look up at
him and I think, “God, he’s juiced.” He’s slapping my face—
and I said, “I’ll be with you in a minute.” And the idiot left me
there. So the next thing I remember I came to, I was in my
own bed—I thought, “What the hell happened?” The next
day when I came downstairs and asked the guy at the desk
who was an RAF corporal, “How the hell did I get back here
last night?” He had a big grin on his face and said, “Two
group captains and a wing commander brought you in—
carried you like a log.” I thought I’d be court marshaled at
least.
So we got together the following morning and then
the RAF flew us back to London. And, of course, we had our
Mae West still with us—we carried those and full flying gear.
We were walking down—we had a travel voucher to get us
back to our base. So going onto the train there was a guy
that I’d gone through basic training with—of course, he was
impressed beyond belief that we were just coming back from
a mission on foot.

The Berlin Airlift
KW: On the Berlin Airlift, it started in 1948 and it lasted
15 months. When the Russians shut down the railroads
into Berlin it was a major concern because they were trying to starve us out and get us out of Berlin. And a British
General came up with the idea that it might be possible to
fly supplies in. So it was put forward and, of course, when
General Le May who was running the U.S Air Force in Germany at the time—he thought this is the cat’s meow, “We
can do it,” then put a plan into operation real quick.
And, of course, in the early days of it, the first six
weeks of it was just absolute chaos and I was at Transport
Command at the time. I’d gone on to a ground job. So I
got involved very heavily and we were based at Wunstorf
and the way it worked—let me borrow your pen. This is
Berlin here (drawing)—the way it operated—the Americans
were down at Frankfurt, down in this area here. This was
the northern entry corridor where you go in that way—the
Americans would come in the southern corridor and we’d
all come out the middle western corridor. So we had turning points here and turning points coming up here and
then everybody came out here. We landed at Gatow,
which was down here, but the Americans were at Tempelhof, which is in the middle of the city.
So the whole thing became highly coordinated
and organized. In the early days it was sort of a little bit

We got back to our base and I was looking around
for—it was obvious when there was no crashed airplane that
the skipper and the engineer had survived somewhere—and
they got it put down somewhere which was the case. So I go
in the bar and there’s old Geoff sitting at the bar and looking
kind of morose. I go up and said, “You son of a bitch, you
owe me a drink”—that’s the first he knew we were alive. He
thought we were all dead somewhere in France—we’d been
so low when we jumped. So we got sorted out and, of
course, they gave us a week of survival leave to do it—to get
our head back together and we went up again and did a
quick flight just to get used to flying—there wasn’t going to
be a death every time we took off. Then we reported back
for the squadron and we started operations but by then the
war was winding down and my contribution to Hitler’s downfall was miniscule and in a couple more months, it was over.
So that was the end of combat flying really.
The Berlin Airlift, which operated for 15 months, was one of the logistical
wonders of the Cold War period and allowed western Berlin to survive a
Soviet blockade of the primary rail lines leading to the city.
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chaotic because we hadn’t got the routines up and you’d fill
the airplane, put a crew in it and off you’d go. And there was
a lot of wear and tear on the aircraft because they were doing this—it ran 24 hours a day, seven days a week regardless
of weather.
Anyway they were having what’s called ground approach radar in Berlin—we had one at Gatow and they had
one at Tempelhof. And that was able to, regardless of the
weather you could guide the aircraft and bring her in a flight
pattern that would land right on target on the runway. You
had to be within 20 seconds of your touchdown time. If you
didn’t touchdown within 20 seconds you’d screw the whole
thing up. It wasn’t quite that organized in the beginning but
once we got it down pat you could land an aircraft one every
three minutes and take one off in between.
So it was a continuous stream of aircraft going into
Berlin. And, as I say, 20 seconds was the maximum. Actually the error was very little—about 5 or 10 seconds at the
most and that’s pretty accurate but we were using radar. I
don’t know what the Americans did on their beacon system
on the run without anybody coming from the ground because we had a marker beacon at the end of the runway
anyway. So, again, radar came into being big time in the
Berlin Airlift for that reason. We’d have briefings and we’d
do either wave or trickle depending on the number of aircraft
ready at the time and, of course, that was just the one base.
We’d have the DC3s, Dakota’s that we flew but our
main base here was with the York and we had charter airlines as well, some of them were flying modified Halifax’s.
Scottish Airways were flying modified B24’s. South American
Airways which was run by Air Force Marshal Bennett who
was very famous in World War II. He was flying a thing called
the Avro Tudor so we had all sorts of airplanes that we would
fly out of Wunstorf. But the smaller stuff came in there and
then we had flying boats—would fly in from just on the northern coast there and they could land in the lake in Berlin.
And they were essential because they could carry salt.
The Americans were flying mainly—they got rid of
the DC3’s and they went to the C54’s, the Skymasters and
they were excellent airplanes. We’ve got one up at the air
museum at March Air Base there which is kind of interesting. And it became known as the Candy Bomber because
the bomber crews—sorry, the air crews flying in used to
make up boxes of candy and fruits and raisins and what
have you and they’d tie a handkerchief to them and toss
them out the back door—couldn’t throw them out the window
because they’d go into the engines. So that way they became known as Candy Bombers.
What was interesting a couple of years ago we had
a lady visit the air museum up there and she’d been one of
the kids getting the candy and she got all excited about it
and it was really—and she wrote a darn good book about it
as well. She gave me a copy of it because she’d mentioned

The Douglas C-54 Skymaster was the workhorse of the Americans during
the Berlin Airlift and became known as the Candy Bomber for the bags of
treats that crew would drop with little parachutes from the airplane.

me in it. She got quite excited when she found out I’d
actually flown in the Berlin Airlift. I said, “Well, I wasn’t on
the American side—we were on the Brit’s side.” But it was
a very effective thing and it lasted for about 15 months
and eventually—you know, flying in and out which I did
quite a few trips to Berlin—just off end of the runway at
Gatow there was a Russian base and you could see their
anti-aircraft guns practicing on you as you’re going by. It
will only take one idiot to pop a live one in there and World
War III will be going big time but nobody ever did and we
eventually broke them and eventually the wall came down
thanks to Reagan which was another good move.
So anyway that’s how the Berlin Airlift ran. It was
highly organized. We had crews—you didn’t fly with the
same crew all the time—it was all mixed up. You slept
when you could and you had to make sure you got enough
sleeping time. We lived in the German officers’ mess at
Wunstorf, which was an excellent base. It was a big fourstory building—three or four stories anyway. And it was
really kind of funny because we had crews—civilian crews
as well, and we were bunked several guys to a room—
bunks everywhere. You just grabbed a bed when you
could. And up in the attic there was this huge wheel with
chains going from it and this crew got kind of curious as to
what in the hell it did, you know, a big wheel. And they
started—and they got on a—trying to move it. What they
didn’t know, it was the chandelier in the dining room. The
thing was going up and down and bulbs were crashing
into the food. And someone figured what the hell’s going
on. They rushed upstairs and stopped them before they
wrecked the whole ceiling. We had a lot of fun in the Air-
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and what he’d done flying the Atlantic and so on and he
did a piggy back with two flying boats to get the mail to
America. He was one of the guys flying that one—quite a
remarkable guy. Anyway he had the Tudor aircraft which
was a tail dragger—this was not a tricycle undercarriage
like the normal airplanes are nowadays anyway and even
in those days the Americans were way ahead of us in that
design.

Ken Wright wearing his Mae West (on the left) standing with his ground
crew and the famed de Havilland DH 98 Mosquito.

lift, too. I flew one trip one night with a guy called Winterbottom and, of course, nicknames in the RAF are quite common
so his obvious nickname was Frosty—Frosty Winterbottom.
And Frosty had a career that wouldn’t quit. He’d flown in the
Spanish Civil War—unfortunately on the losing side. And he
had all this money in Madrid that he couldn’t get. He used
to write nasty letters to Franco and he (Franco) kept saying,
“Come and get it.” And he knew if he stepped there he
would never be seen again.
Frosty fought in the Desert War in North Africa out
there on bombers then finished up on flying in Coastal Command over the Bay of Biscay on patrol in flying boats. So we
were talking—we were on our way up to Berlin one night and
we were chugging along—everything is pretty well automatic
and you just hooked onto the radar and kept an eye on
where you were going, and he lights up a cigarette, which
you weren’t supposed to do in our airplanes anyway. And we
had a German air correspondent with us who was an exLuftwaffe pilot and he spoke pretty good English. And first
thing he was asked was what, you know, what did he fly and
he said Ju 88’s. And Frosty said, “Whereabouts?” And he
said, “I used to fly out over the Bay of Biscay.” And Frosty
says, “Where were you…” (and he quoted some date) because he’d almost been shot out of the sky by a Ju 88. This
guy backed away—I think he felt we were going to toss him
overboard.
But all sorts of things like that happened. Some of
the bad side, they lost quite a few people on the Airlift. I
think the number was about 57. A lot of Americans and
Brits and we had one—a guy called Bennett who was quite
famous, he’d led the Pathfinder Force in World War II in
Bomber Command and he was a superb navigator. He had
some incredible navigation qualification before World War II

He was carrying oil and the whole aircraft was
packed full of big tanks of fuel oil and that’s all he carried
and they’d fill these things up and then he’d fire up the
engines and away he’d go. And parked in line—he was at
the front and behind him was a York aircraft with an RAF
guy in it and the tail end of his airplane—behind the tail
elevators came to a sort of point, there was nothing in it,
just a streamlining.
But somehow a couple of Germans had got on to
the air field in a little Volkswagen and they’d got—they
were driving around drunk and they drove into the back
end between the two airplanes—they drove into this tail bit
and then backed out and then drove under the wing and
the propeller “zoom, zoom, zoom” and they just missed
the guys—it scratched the side of his head, it didn’t kill
him. He came to a stop, of course, because they got all
shook up and, of course, the engine carried on running so
Bennett gets out of the airplane because the pilot in the
York behind him called him on the radio and said somebody ran into the back of your air craft and he said, “Yeah,
he just ran through the wing and hit the prop.”
So he comes back down and takes a look at the
tail end and it didn’t affect anything so he said that’s okay
and he’d stopped the engine and takes a look at it and
the props are bent. He said, “That will be all right.” So he
takes off on four engines and that thing’s vibrating like
mad, switches the engine off and flies to Berlin on three,
unfeathers it and lands on four and then did the same
coming back and then fixed the engine. His wireless operator quit on the spot—he thought this is too much—
civilian life is not supposed to be like that. But that’s the
sort of guy he was. Yeah—hell, I could run for hours on
some of the stories about the Berlin Airlift with these guys
but it’s all aviation stuff.

Thor Ballistic Missile
KW: What happened after I did my time on the Flying College Staff, having been around the missile business and
lecturing on it, we were beginning to get the Thor Ballistic
Missile into the UK—we were going to get 60 of them, I
opted for the chance to become involved in the new technology. They’d all have a nuclear warhead in them. Of
course, at that time it was secret but it was a 1.2 yield—
megaton range, which was pretty big. Anyway the missile
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would be manned by the RAF, but the warhead would be
controlled by the Americans. So I came out to America to
train on the missile setup. I knew a lot about it because
we’d been lecturing on it anyway and teaching our guys what
they were going to learn in America when they came over
here. So I came out on the last one.
I wanted to be around them and see if I could get to
fire one, which was, hopefully we wouldn’t fire them in anger
but at least I might get a shot at one up at Vandenberg. So
out we came to the States. Anyway we fired the bird off at
Vandenberg and then went back to the UK and I was based
up in Yorkshire at that point in time at an old RAF base
called Carnaby which was one of the three major bases that
we had during the war with a long, long runway so they were
about two miles long with a mile of dirt on either end.
Of course, as a Launch Control Officer I had an NCO
with me in the control trailer and then I had three NCO’s, one
for each of the missiles. We had three on each base, all
bases spaced fifteen miles apart so if a base was attacked
by a Russian missile, they would need to have one for each
base. A megaton warhead would do major blast damage
almost that far.
Beside each missile on the pad we had a liquid oxygen tank and a kerosene tank and you get these two fuels
together, whoosh, off she goes and you’re done. Anyway the
countdown took 15 minutes from turning the key to having
the bird lift off. So we reckoned that we’d have enough
warning of any stuff coming in with the anti-ballistic radar at
Fyllingdale (which is still in use even today) in Yorkshire,
that looks into Russia and all over the place and, of course,
you can track satellites and do everything. I don’t know
where the others are now—it’s part of the NORAD scheme—it
all feeds into Colorado Springs in the mountain there. Of
course, I’m outside that loop now because in those days I
had a Top Secret Atomic Clearance—I knew just about everything except for Chief of Staff level.
Anyway, I figured out how I could launch one in anger if I wanted to. It’s like doing crossword puzzles—once you
get inside the mind of the guy making up the puzzle you can
figure out where he’s going with his clues. So I sat down one
night and I thought this is interesting because if it’s 15 minutes—the key to the thing was the American who was the
authentification officer there, and he was usually a major or
captain. He had the official final key to turn to launch, we
couldn’t fire one with a warhead on it without him turning his
key. So I could count down to a two minute hold which held
until he gets the green light from the Strategic Air Command
HQ back in America to go ahead, and the war would be on.
We were based about 15 miles away from the main
base. The main base had three rockets there and the four
satellites had three each, so that’s 15. So I figured out in
Yorkshire in traffic in the wintertime on a two lane highway

with snow and ice, if they radioed down after I had started
the countdown, they’d be pushed to get there. I could start
up one of the generators—we had three generators on site
but I only needed one to launch one missile—we had three
to take care of all three missiles but it was not unusual to
have one running. And I could start one of those up just
because I’m running a guidance check on the guidance
ball in the missile.
So that wouldn’t be unusual because I think the
four or five air policemen on the base, one out walking
with his damn dog and any other airmen wandering
around as well would not be suspicious. So in taking this
15 minute thing— if I started the countdown and the
American guy was there, I could whack him over the head,
you wouldn’t kill him—you don’t do that to your buddies—
but just knock him out. So the only thing that could possibly stop me would be if he would have to check in by
phone if he got a call from SAC HQ back in the States.
General Curtis Lemay, who ran everything back in
America, if he put out an alert, every base in the world had
to report back in and, of course, that included our little
site with my guy here. So he’d pick up the phone and say,
“Yes, I’m here, everything’s kosher”—that would be it. So
that was the only thing, I had no control over at all, but I
could knock him out, then I could start the countdown
going. I could remove the launch key from around his neck
which would allow me to arm the warhead. Before I did
that I’d take a walk around the pad, open the valves that
had to be opened, unbeknownst to the maintenance guys,
because they’d be in having tea and a sandwich or whatever in the ready room. So I had everything set up and the
fact that the generator was working and I’m doing it at
night even though these sites were pretty well lit. You
could see the birds (missiles) but I could run a hangar
back and put the missile vertical so it would be ready to
launch. I could be doing a guidance check which was not
unusual, I can do all that. And that wouldn’t arouse suspicion at all.
So I’d have the bird up there and the countdown
would be going. If somebody wandered out and saw the
vapor coming out, the condensation from the liquid oxygen that might give them a clue but it’s a cold winter night
and they’re not going to leave the fire in the ready room,
they’re going to sit in there and stay warm. So I could get
right down on the countdown. The only thing would be if
say halfway—even a minute after I started the countdown
Le May picks up the red phone and brings up everybody to
alert worldwide and they call down and the guy doesn’t
answer him then they’ve got 15 minutes to get down to
stop me if they figure out something is wrong. But you’d
never get down some of these country roads in the wintertime in 15 minutes to find out what the hell was going on
and by then, whoosh, the bird would be gone. So I could
have started World War III.
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Tom Devine lives in New Jersey and has ancestors who
fought for Irish independence against the British. One of
them was caught and jailed, then fled to America. Tom's parents followed suit some 30 years later and created a large
family, of which Tom is the oldest boy.

“It's increasingly common”, says Jane Shafron who runs
Your
Story
Here
Video
Biography
(http://
www.yourstoryherehome.com/) from her Southern California home and who helped Tom with his family history project.

Tom's mother has the story of the family's Irish patriots, which include Tom's grandfather. She heard it directly
from him, her father, who has since passed away. Needing
to know more, Tom went back to Ireland in 2009 with both
his parents to visit some of the old family haunts. He took
along his video camera.

“The Baby Boomer generation knows that their
parents lived through some really dramatic events in the
Twentieth Century. And they want their kids to learn about
those experiences. Boomers are also in touch with modern technology and so know what can be done to give the
stories a thorough telling – even if they are unable, or
don't have the time, to do it all themselves.”

Tom, one of eight children, has learned to play the
Irish rebel song "The Wearing of
the Green" on the bagpipes. He
plays that song, and others, each
year in New York City's St Patrick's
Day Parade:
Oh! Paddy, dear, and did you hear
the news that's going round,
The shamrock is forbid by law to
grow on Irish ground.
Saint Patrick's Day no more we'll
keep - his color can't be seen.
For there's a bloody law agin' the
wearing of the green.

Tom's Irish family history project runs just over an
hour and features interviews
with his parents as well as his
uncles and aunts. Personal and
historical images are included,
as are old documents and news
stories. Tom's parents are filmed
in Ireland, New York and New
Jersey
revisiting
significant
places from family - and their
own history. The whole thing
has chapters and is tied together with a voice over track.

Some of the interviews
and all of the Irish footage Tom
In 1920 Tom's ancestors
shot himself, and all of the US
burnt down Ballintogher Barrack,
interviews and east coast locaused by the British to house
tion footage he asked Your Story
troops. Tom has managed to unHere to shoot. Not all of the
earth the local press story. The
interview material could fit in
report notes that the rebels took
the main documentary, so a lot
care to ensure there were no inTom Devine’s grandfather, Patrick O’Hara (left) with brother
habitants before starting the fire. John (right) helped rid Ireland of the British while still only a very of what was left over formed a
Fighting for what you believe in young man. Patrick O’Hara’s brother was forced to leave Ireland “bonus track” on the DVD. All
the rest of the interview materuns through the family. Tom or face execution for his anti-British activities.
rial, and all the other images,
fought in Operation Desert Storm
documents and other material and his father – within a year of landing in America in 1954
– joined the US Army. Several of Tom's siblings have also whether used in the documentary or not - was collected
on an archive hard drive which Tom now has.
served.
Tom has been collecting information and stories
about his family for years now. He has maps, photographs,
genealogical documents, an old audio recording of his
grandfather, and much else besides. Tom's problem was
what to do with all the information he had. There was too
much for a slideshow, but maybe not enough for a book.
Besides, a book would take too much of his time - Tom has a
demanding career in medical technology.

“Getting the kids interested in their family history
is a goal of all of our projects”, says Jane Shafron – who
has recently been elected a board member of the Association of Personal Historians www.personalhistorians.org an expanding group of almost 600 individuals and organizations formed in 1995 to help people create personal
and family histories through print, video and oral recordings.

After some internet research, Tom decided to create
his own documentary.

“With our video histories, we think of the project
as a pyramid, with the easiest, most digestible part being
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all the grandchildren (and great grandchildren) so far
born.
A family history video can take up to 3 months or
longer to plan, shoot and edit. So you might think that the
whole process would have exhausted Tom Devine. Not
one bit. He is now planning his next project: “Perhaps I
will do a video on my brothers and my experiences in the
(Gulf) war, as well as around September 11th”, he says.
Many in Tom's family were first responders on the
attack on the Twin Towers, and one member had to pay
the ultimate price for his heroism. “We were all involved in
many different ways, and people seem to think it is a compelling story.” As indeed it is.

The Devine family has stayed in close touch with their Irish roots. This
passport photo was taken of the Devine family about to journey back to
Ireland for a visit in the mid 1960s. Tom Devine (far right) - now the family
historian—was just a boy.

at the top: That is usually a YouTube video preview, typically
the introductory chapter of the documentary. That can be
emailed around the family across the country or across the
globe - and is something even the youngest grandchild can
watch, or download to a device.
“Now, if you have watched the opening clip, that
serves as a teaser for the documentary itself – typically 40
minutes to one hour. And being video, it's attractive and
accessible. Those who are very interested can watch the
bonus tracks.
“And, for those who really want to take their interest
in family history further, they can look at the “master tapes”
of the interviews and, in a project like Tom Devine's, they
can get a copy of the archive hard drive and really knock
themselves out!” says Jane.
Tom had been planning a family reunion for
months, and he hosted it just after the 2011 Independence
Day holiday coinciding with his parents' 50th wedding anniversary. All his siblings and their families came, plus his
parents, aunts and uncles; some folks even made the trip
across from Ireland.
The highlight of the weekend was his family history
documentary, and a family tree (designed by Your Story
Here) showing all the ancestors he has so far identified and

A family history video documentary is not for everyone. And it is not a substitute for oral recordings and
books. Actually some of the best projects already have
oral recordings, an oral history or even a book available.
But with the right combination of assets and enthusiasm,
it can be an excellent way to present the stories of lives
lived before the telephone and the TV - to those who now
live with an iPhone or Android forever in their hands. You
can see a clip of the Devine project on YouTube by cutting
and pasting this link into your browser: http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=vp_u5kDN41Y
Your Story Here LLC Video Biography (http://
www.yourstoryherehome.com/) was established in 2006
with the mission of celebrating loved ones and saving
lives - one video at a time. It was following the passing of
their parents that Jane Shafron and her husband Peter
realized that they had not done enough to preserve their
stories for the benefit of their children. “It is so easy”, says
Jane “and yet we all act as if we have all the time in the
world. We don't.” Thus was “Your Story Here” born.
The enterprise has grown every year since its establishment, confirming Jane and Peter's initial confidence that they were not the only ones who wanted to
immortalize their progenitors. Their projects have now
delighted hundreds of clients and their friends and families. And their touching,
award-winning documentary
films have been featured in
film festivals in the United
States and Canada, and
have won numerous awards.
Jane Shafron, co-founder of Your
Story Here LLC Video Biography
has helped hundreds of families
document their history on video.
She was recently elected to the
board of the Association of Personal Historians.
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This oil painting by Jean Leon Gerome Ferris (1863-1930) depicts Captain William Kidd welcoming a young woman on board his ship while anchored in
New York Harbor. The image captures the exoticism and romance that drove a popular fascination with the culture or privateering.

Part thief, part mercenary, and part policeman, the privateer

of the 17th century inhabits one of the most enigmatic roles
in the annals of naval history. Separation from fixed boundaries and familiar landmarks could set even the most virtuous
of men adrift on a sea of moral relativism. Half a world away
from home, the tenuous connection between anarchy and
civilization was tested on a daily basis. The privateer became something quite different from his earthbound counterparts.
Among pirates, there are few individuals who are
more controversial than Captain William Kidd, whose brief
career led him to accept a commission from English nobility
to capture French merchant ships. After successfully capturing the Cara Merchant, a West Indian vessel sailing under
French passes, Kidd was arrested and returned in irons to
England to stand trial, and was eventually executed. His

body was left to rot in an iron cage over the River Thames
as an example to others, but the golden age of piracy and
privateering was yet to come.
When a team from the Underwater Sciences Program at the University of Indiana, led by Professor Charles
Beeker, discovered Captain Kidd’s prize, the Cara Merchant, off of Catalina Island, it was the only pirate ship
ever discovered in the Caribbean. Found in the clear,
warm waters of the Dominican Republic, the wreck rests
on the bottom only eight feet from the surface and is encrusted with elkhorn and staghorn corals.
Beeker’s October 2011 excavation of the site has
proven that the Cara Merchant is a unique example of
West Indian ship building techniques that have never
been archaeologically discovered, and had only been previously noted in the archive of the British Museum.
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The evidence that could have proved Kidd’s innocence, the French passes
seized from the Cara Merchant, were not presented at his trial and Kidd
was summarily hanged and his body left on public display.

“It is the only example of a teak built ship that used
glue to hold together the planks,” says Beeker, which is unprecedented in naval architecture. Beeker explains that the
ship has rabbeted scarph joints and plank glue that is based
on a plant indigenous to Surat that, when mixed with cotton,
forms a very tight seal. This system of fastening would only
work with teak wood from West India because only teak is
resistant to worms. Ships built with other types of wood constantly have their planks removed and replaced, which
means they could not use the fastening system employed by
the Bombay Ship Building Company.

When Jennifer Pace Robinson of The Children’s
Museum of Indianapolis saw the article about the discovery of the wreck of the Cara Merchant she contacted professor Beeker and was invited to the Dominican Republic
to see the conservation lab and the wreck of the ship firsthand. Robinson says that they snorkeled off of a boat and
with the help of the Indiana University Underwater Sciences team she saw the cannon pile and the ballast
stones that were important in confirming the identification
of the vessel. The smooth stones record the geology of
Surat, India where the ship was built.
Robinson is responsible for all new exhibits, programs, and artifacts at the Children’s Museum. She says
that she wanted to bring the excitement of the excavation
site to the museum with a mix of disciplines from the humanities. “Archaeology is popular in our culture, and the
quest for treasure,” says Robinson, so she thought, “What
if we could replicate a famous archaeological site and let
people explore it the same way that archaeologists do?”
“You’re putting together pieces of a larger puzzle,” says Robinson. The ship was commissioned by Armenian merchants with an Armenian captain and navigator, built in India, and captured by an English privateer
while flying under a French flag, before it was finally scuttled in the Dominican Republic. In some sense, the entire
trade system of the Old World is summed up in a single
shipwreck.
The Shipwreck display that now stands in the
National Geographic Treasures of the Earth exhibit at the
Museum contains a cannon from the Cara Merchant as
well as Spanish gold, amphorae, and other wreck items
that have been discovered in the Caribbean waters and
have been generously donated by the Dominican Republic, which Robinson notes has been helpful in providing
qualified conservation staff as well.
The Dominican Republic has an interest in developing sustainable underwater tourism. The archaeological activities of Beeker and his team in creating the La
Romana-Bayahibe regional system of six “Living Museums
of the Sea” is considered a valuable endeavor to the government, not only from the standpoint of preserving history, but also as a potential economic driver.
Beeker says there are thousands of shipwrecks
yet to be discovered and the use of scuba, remote sensing, and ROVs will increase the number of new discoveries. He is currently excavating four ships in the Dominican
Republic that are buried deep in silt.
Robinson and her team, together with professor
Beeker’s department, are planning further excavations of
wrecks in the Caribbean. Although it is still too early to
reveal their plans, they are developing funding for a new
expedition that will complement their existing exhibit.
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