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Army Air Force in England, 1942/43,
bombing of Occupied Europe could con-
tinue round the clock. The RAF would
bomb at night, whilst the Allies bombed
in daytime. However, although it was
hoped that the war would soon be over,
this as we know was not to be. The war
in Europe would reign for nigh on an-
other two and half years and the war in
the Pacific for several months after that.

Lurking on Orkney's own doorstep
was always the threat by the enemy
from the east, where night fighters from
Norway could launch an attack on Allied
ships in Scapa Flow. To combat this, of
course, there were squadrons of RAF
and RN fighters at four airfields on Ork-
ney, though, strictly speaking two were
training stations, but could become fully
operational, should the threat occur.

In order to strengthen resistance to
the Germans in Occupied Europe, the
USAAF operated four squadrons of B-
24 Liberator bombers from Harrington,
an airfield in southeast England. These
squadrons, with aircraft painted in all
black guise, carried out missions under
the code name Operation Carpetbag-
ger. The squadrons had been operating
since January 1944, dropping agents,
supplies and Special Forces by para-
chute to support many Resistance
Groups.

Following D-Day June 6, 1944, and

the Allies, the government switched

some Carpetbagger operation to Nor-
way, and many missions were con-
centrated there, sometimes with ap-
palling loss of life. Flying at low level,
over snow covered mountains,
through blizzards, fog, hail, rain and
freezing temperatures, dogged by me-
chanical malfunctions and the risk of
anti-aircraft fire, these brave men flew
mission after perilous mission, using
staging and refuelling stops in the
Scottish Highlands.

Co-Pilot and survivor Peter C Pulrang

Photo courtesy Peter C Pulrang
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By the Spring of 1945, things were shaping up in
Norway and preparations were being made for the
landing of a new government. This is where the
Carpetbaggers would be needed, and on the 31st of
March 1945, a B-24 from the 856th Bomb Squad-
ron, left Britain for Norway with six OSS-NORSO
agents on board, who were to be dropped by para-
chute at night in order to set up office.

This B-24, number 42-50331 was piloted by Sec-
ond Lieutenant Eugene 'Hank’ Polansky from Kan-
sas, with a seven man crew that consisted of Co-
pilot First Lieutenant Peter C. Pulrang, a native of
Montréal, Canada, Navigator Second Lieutenant
Charles J. Allessio of Pittsfield, Massachusetts,
Bombardier Fred W. Smickle from Pasadena and
Radio Operator, Staff Sergeant Wiliam E. Lewis
from San Bruno, California. The Flight Engineer
was Sergeant William J. Stevens of New Hamp-
shire, Waist Gunner, Sergeant Edward W. Kuss-
man, and Tail Gunner, Sgt Eugene J. Graf Jnr.

Their precious cargo that night consisted, as men-
tioned previously, of six NORSO (Norway Special
Operations) agents, who all held American ranks in
case of capture. In fact some, although Norwegian,
were American citizens. These agents were as fol-
lows: T/Sgt. Trygve Berge, T/5 Eddie Sondeno, T/5
Leif E. Meland, T/5 Gjerulf Ottersland, T/5 Johannes
S. Rorvick and S/Sgt Edward E. Kjelness.

Having flown from Harrington and refuelled in
Scotland, the all-black Liberator set course for its
destination just to the north of Trondheim, Norway.
It was a freezing cold night with subzero tempera-
tures, and the last half of the trip was flown above
cloud. Polansky and Pulrang hoped for a break in
the cloud to be able to descend to warm air, as a
hasty descent through cloud over mountainous terri-
tory was much too risky.

As the navigator, Chuck Allessio, busied himself
plotting their course, it was soon realised that their
drop zone, under cover of cloud and darkness,
would be impossible to find. It was decided there-
fore to set course for home, and try again the follow-
ing night. A course was given, and they began to
make their way back, though conditions just got
worse, as co-pilot Peter Pulrang recalled: “Our first
indication of trouble was loss of power on number
three and number four engines, due | believe to car-
burettor icing. This was overcome with intercoolers
and booster pumps, but half an hour later, number
four engine cut and we were not able to get it
started again.”

“Fuel pressure read only three pounds. Fuel was
fluctuating between the reading zero and 300, so we
began to transfer fuel from number two main tank.
Although all settings were correct, there was no
real indication that fuel was transferring, so we

immediately began to salvo our cargo to lighten the
aircraft.” What is meant by the latter is that all
heavy items of equipment were thrown out of the
aircraft, guns and ammunition etc.

Peter Pulrang continued: “Believing we were
nearing our destination, (i.e. the base in Scotland,
either Tain or Wick) | went on to 6440 kcs and
called base, but there was no answer. Then three
or four minutes after number four engine cut out
number three went too. The pilot then gave the ‘bail
out’ call on the interphone, repeating it three times
in all, and then he turned to me and said,” get out’,
at which | immediately left my seat and headed for
the bomb bay. The radio operator, staff Sergeant
Lewis, was still at his position and had not heard the
warning, so | grabbed his arm and yelled ‘BAIL
OUT!" and went on. The engineer, Sergeant Ste-
vens, was on the catwalk and | did not see if he had
his ‘chute on, but under the circumstances | imagine
he did. | then sat down on the catwalk and left the
aircraft.”

T-5 Gjerulf Otterland
Photo courtesy Gerald Otterland

“l am sure that the personnel in the waist (non
gunners) did not have their ‘chutes on, and proba-
bly the gunners were trying to help them. After the
bail out calls | heard nothing more on the radio, so |
do not know what was going on in the nose.”

Apparently the Liberator was much further north
than the crew thought, probably due to either a
change in wind direction, or perhaps the pilots had
become so concerned about the icing and fuel star-
vation, that they failed to notice they had deviated
from track. Apparently they had flown in over the
airfield at Hatston, over Scapa Bay and turned back
north-east towards Hatston again when, down to .
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8 - 900 feet, the crew had tried to bail out.

In fact having rapidly descended over the area of
Walliwall, only two of the crew managed to vacate
the aircraft, Co-pilot 1/Lt Peter Pulrang, who suf-
fered a broken ankle, and a second man, possibly
Engineer Sgt Ken Stevens who hit a dyke at the
side of the road after his ‘chute failed to deploy

properly.

The Liberator flew on for a few more seconds, be-
fore tragically crashing down in a field close to
Wideford Hill and bursting into flames. Of the twelve
men still on board, there were no survivors, and the
sky was a glow of orange and red seen for miles
around by curious locals.

One local man, a small boy of twelve at the time,
was Robert J Cursiter of Quoyloo, Stromness.

Mr Cursiter recalled in a letter to the navigator's
brother Louis Allessio, "On the morning in question |
was awakened by my parents at 5 a.m. (The crash
having occurred at 4.50 a.m.) My father was em-
ployed as an Admiralty Civilian Policeman at HMS
Sparrowhawk (Hatston) and was going on duty at 6
a.m. Looking out in the pitch darkness we could see
a huge fire somewhere south. At that time we lived
around two and a half miles to the west of the
scene. At first we thought that Kirkwall had been
bombed, but as daylight came it appeared to be at
Walliwall farm, but we could not be sure as the main
road was closed to all traffic.”

“My father learned later that day that an aircraft
had crashed in tragic circumstances and | recall be-
ing told that two men had bailed out, but one was
killed when he hit a stone dyke on
landing. The sole survivor, it was
said, had a broken ankle, but was
able to hobble down the road to a
house named Wivenhoe owned then

A

by a Mr & Mrs Brass. This house is .

approximately 500 yards from the
crash scene."

Mr Norman Sinclair of Kirkwall re- _,
calls, "Mr & Mrs Francis Brass heard
the plane overhead and a thump on |
the flat roof of their farmhouse. Mr
Brass got his shotgun thinking it
might be a German plane, opened
the door to see a man standing there

covered in dirt. He asked him in and made him
take off his gun (a sidearm) and when he found out
that he was an American, he quickly telephoned
the authorities and the man was picked up and
taken to the local hospital."

There has been much speculation about the ac-
cident, and rumours have persisted that the Libera-
tor was on fire, or had engines on fire before it
crashed, or that it was hit or shot down by anti-
aircraft batteries on the coast. | feel however that
all these should be taken with a pinch of salt, and
there is no real evidence to suggest any of the lat-
ter. Having spoken on the phone with the survivor
Peter C Pulrang, now a retired doctor living in Flor-
ida, | am confident that the plane crashed as a re-
sult of icing in the carburettors, causing fuel starva-
tion in the engines, and the severe icing on the
wing surfaces caused the aircraft to lose height.
There were no fires in the engines, the only fire oc-
curred after the impact with the ground.

For many years after the crash, according to Mr
Cursiter, the field in which the Liberator crashed,
owned then by the Johnston family, was never
worked, but lay dormant as a memorial to those
thirteen young Americans who lost their lives.

A personal footnote to this story, by Dave. Louis
Allessio, the brother of the navigator Charles Alles-
sio from Massachusetts, paid a visit to Orkney in
August 2000 to see where he lost his brother back
in 1945 and to pay his respects at the scene. Louie
and his wife Marty are a marvelous couple, and it
is a great pleasure to have met them on their visit
over here. Both love the islands despite the sce-
nario that brought them here, and have made
many new friends.

2 Lt Charles ‘Chuck’ Allessio & 2 Lt Frederick ‘Fred’ Smickle

Photo courtesy Louis Allessio




PAGE 4

VOLUME 8 ISSUE1l

EDITORIAL

By Fred West

We have now emerged from what many people
regard as a very harsh winter, but some of us
have lived through worse and we should remem-
ber that in some parts of the world, this winter
would have been seen as mild. We might also
take a minute to remember that some of our
friends who were with us this time last year were
no longer here to experience the winter.

At this moment our politicians are all banging
their drums and making false promises about how
they are going to sort out the mess that THEY
have got the country into, and there are quite a
few deluded fools who actually believe them! For-
tunately, it will all just be over before we get to the
serious business of remembering the 65th anni-
versary of Victory in Europe.

All the drum-bangers, who don't really like the
idea of a once-great Britain, will be seen on televi-
sion looking solemn and making pious speeches
in support of heros past and present. They will
then slink back to their dens to plan just how much
more of our hard-won freedoms they can take
away.

Fortunately, all across the country there are mili-
tary and other museums who keep alive the story
of our past, and so far, their freedom has not been
in any way curbed. We must all keep working hard
to ensure that museums are able to tell their story
and that the story has not been changed in any
way.

Every county in the country has a Museums Co-
ordinator and they do a good job of helping to
keep museums in the public eye, and offering
training and support to all those who work in mu-
seums. However, the main problem museums
face is a lack of volunteers to keep the museums
running. Without volunteers, small, private muse-
ums will disappear.

| was heartened a few days ago to receive a let-
ter from a twelve year old boy named Kieran who
wrote to say that he has a collection of more than
forty World War Two artifacts, and wants to start
his own museum. He gives talks to other young
people about the history WWII and wondered if
Harrington could find room to display this collec-
tion.

Unfortunately | had to tell him that we had no
space to spare, but | was able to offer some ad-
vice on where he might get help with his project.

| am looking forward to meeting Kieran in the
near future at the museum, he sounds just the
type of lad we could train as a volunteer.

Peter Lake

Saboteur decorated for his exploits with SOE in
occupied France, only to be snubbed by de
Gaule

The following story has been extracted from an
obituary published a few months ago in The Daily
Telegraph

Peter Lake, who has died aged 94, won an MC
and the Croix de Guerre while serving with Special
Operations Executive (SOE) in enemy-occupied
France.

At the outbreak of the Second World War, Lake
was working for a merchant bank in West Africa.
He was called up in October 1940, and served with
the Intelligence Corps for a short time before been
recruited by the SOE. Posing as a shipping agent
on the island of Fernando Po, in the Gulf of
Guinea, he carried out disruptive actions against
German interests.

In mid-1943, he returned to England, and after a
refresher course in parachuting, small arms and
explosives, was transferred to SOE’s “F” Section.
On April 9 1944, accompanied by Ralph Beau-
clerk, a radio operator, he was dropped into the
Dordogne valley. The pair had been presented
with silver cigarette cases, briefed by Col Maurice
Buckmaster, and seen off by his assistant, the for-
midable Vera Atkins.

Lake, field name ‘Jean Pierre,” was given the job
of helping Captain Jacques Poirier, a Frenchman
with a British commission, start a new circuit -
‘Digger’- after ‘Author’ had been blown. On land-
ing, he narrowly missed a farmhouse roof and was
met by Poirier, pistol in hand, who challenged him,
partly in jest, to identify himself.

Poirier later recalled that Lake was short, rather
stiff in manner and a stickler for the rules, but over
the following months, he found that he was com-
pletely reliable, courageous and full of humour.
Andre Malraux, the French author and statesman,
called the trio les farfelus, or the mad caps.

Peter Ivan Lake, the son of the acting consul in
Majorca, was born on January 30, 1915 at Limps-
field, Surrey. He was educated at Clifton before
going up to St John's College, Oxford, where he
read Modern Languages.

The main tasks of his commission in France,
were to organise supply drops, gauge the potential
of the resistance units, estimate their arms require-
ments and their ability, given proper support, to
make good use of them. This involved covering
wide stretches of the Correze, Lot and Dordogne,
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using small roads.

Lake knew that his cover would not hold up under
expert interrogation and he carried his identity pa-
pers in one pocket and a revolver in the other. If he
was cornered, he decided that he would have to try
to shoot his way out.

On one occasion, he was bicycling towards Brive-
la-Gaillarde with radio messages in a bag con-
cealed beneath some vegetables when he came
across a German patrol. His French was good

enough to fool them, but not the Vichy milice ac-
companying them.

Peter Lake MC C de G 1915—2009
Photo credits The Daily Telegraph

In the course of producing his identity papers and
chatting to the Germans, he dropped his bicycle and
the vegetables tumbled out. The miliciens busied
themselves with picking them up and omitted to
qguestion him.

Lake instructed the maquis in the use of arms and
explosives. Some of them, being Republican veter-
ans of the Spanish Civil War, thought they had noth-
ing to learn, and said as much among themselves in
their native Catalan. Lake, because of his boyhood,
spoke the language and reproved them for their
carelessness in openly using their own tongue.

Then, questioning their vaunted knowledge of ex-
plosives, he snapped open his cigarette lighter,

picked up a slab of plastic explosive, and put it
to the flame. The maquisards ducked smartly
out of the way, and were somewhat mortified
when he stood his ground. Lake then added a
fuse and a detonator and threw into a pond;
there was a large explosion.

In the nearby village of Sioracen-Periogord,
where they sought storage, lived two pro-Vichy
families. Worried about the danger this posed,
Lake recruited a local ‘heavy,’ the commander of
a magquis unit, known only to the group as
‘Sohail.” A man of villainous aspect, he made a
late-night visit, shone his torch in the faces of
the heads of the families and warned them that
if the Gestapo arrested any of his friends he
would return and kill them.

Lake took part in sabotage operations and in
raids on the enemy. In one attack on a dam, the
Germans had been tipped of and were waiting
for him. As Lake and his men crawled through
thickly wooded country towards their target, a
magquisard arrived to ask for some tips on the
use of a bazooka. At that moment, powerful
searchlights caught them in their glare and the
Germans opened up with machine guns. Lake
and Pairier dived into the undergrowth and man-
aged to get away.

As D-Day approached, Lake made his head-
quarters at a chateau at Limeuil. The maquis,
adept at guerrilla warfare, where operating over
large tracts of the countryside and inflicting
heavy losses on the Germans, who no longer
dared venture outside the towns except in
strength.

On the 4™ of June, Beauclerk reported that the
BBC had broadcast the long-awaited message
that the invasion was imminent: ‘The giraffe has
a long neck.” Poirier spoke later of an unforget-
table headlong drive through the night to alert
the maquis detachments.

It was the precursor of a series of major op-
erations to sabotage the German lines of com-
munication. Lake and three comrades blew up
two sections of the track ahead of an armoured
train carrying a German division northwards to
threaten the Allied bridgehead in Normandy.
The Germans then mounted punitive expedi-
tions, some savage in scope.

On June 23rd a village postmistress, one of a
network whose job it was to telephone if they
spotted any suspicious activity, called to say that
panzers were heading for the Chateau. They
were already at the gate when Lake and his
comrades made a run for it.
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Pursued by machine-gun fire, they reached the
river where they were helped across by a fisher-
man in a dinghy.

On August 15th Lake played a notable part in
negotiating the surrender of the German garrison
of Brive-la-Gaillarde, and a British uniform was
dropped by parachute to him for the occasion.
The grip of the maquis on the region had grown
ever tighter, and it was the first city in occupied
France to be liberated solely by the Resistance.
Freedom prompted an explosion of popular joy
and the foursome led by Lake, entered the city
standing in the back and open car to great ac-
claim.

Others were not so welcoming. Passing through
Marrenes, General de Gaulle, having been intro-
duced to Lake, told him that, as an Englishman,
he had no business being there. ‘Go away!" de
Gaulle said, and turned his back on him.

Lake was deeply wounded by the snub, but,
some years later, when he was consul in Brazil,
the French ambassador there invited him to a re-
ception in Rio de Janeiro in honour of the General.
This time de Gaulle greeted Lake in a charming
manner, and the earlier slight was forgiven.

At the end of his mission in France, Lake moved
to the Italian section of SOE. After the war, he
joined the Foreign Office and served as consul in,
among other postings, Mozambique, France, Ice-
land, Syria, Indonesia, Italy, Belgium and Brazil.

After retiring in 1975, he worked for the Cam-
bridge Wildlife Trust. His great interest was in
bookbinding and he was a skilled practitioner. He
was a Chevalier de la Legion d’Honneur.

The Orkney Crash, Extra
Dave Earl has a web site that gives details of air-
craft disasters that have occurred in Britain and
Ireland. There are links to other aviation web sites,
including aircraft crashes in Norway.
Dave’s web site:

http://www.webspawner.com/users/daveswrecks/

The group website in Orkney :

http://www.crashsiteorkney.com

Life with the Thor Missile

In Volume 5 issue 6 of The Dropzone, we pub-
lished an account of life on a Thor site from the
point of view of the Commanding Officer of one
particular Squadron.

We can now redress the balance by presenting
and alternative view sent to us by a former Thor
Missile technician. This is his story.

Dear reader, | am writing about a period in my
life that happened 50 years ago, so if you were
also there and think that parts of this story is a bit
of a line shoot, then all | can offer in explanation
is - | was there too, and this is how | now think it
happened.

| was asked to write my memories of the 5
years that | was involved with the Royal Air
Force’s Thor Intermediate Range Ballistic Missile
system by Mr. R. W.Clarke, a staff member of the
“Carpetbagger Aviation Museum” at Harrington,
in Northamptonshire.

His explanation for asking was that their exhib-
its regarding the Thor Missile system (Harrington
airfield was the site of No. 218 Thor Missile
Squadron, in the North Luffenham Group from
January 1959 until August of 1963.) were all tech-
nical, with the exception of a write-up by one
Squadron Commander. They would dearly love
the story from the point of view of one of the air-
men who volunteered to become a part of the
RAF’s Thor missile deterrent force.

The THOR Missile System and Me.
(or, My Part in Kruschev’s Downfall.)
By ex Chief Technician lan Brice.

In 1958 | was a corporal Airframe Fitter, doing
first line servicing on the Javelin night fighters of
the All Weather Development Squadron at RAF
West Raynham in Norfolk and | had been on the
squadron a little over 2 years. | was 25 years old,
this was my third posting since finishing my 3
years Aircraft Apprentice training at Halton and |
was looking for a change when there it was.

An entry on Station Routine Orders was asking
for “Volunteers” in certain trades and ranks to
take a trip to the USA for 3 months and after suc-
cessfully completing the training course on a new
and secret weapon system, upon return to the
UK, the volunteers would have their rank raised
by one step. | applied, and after a period of time
during which | understand my parents and | were
“vetted” for security clearance, | was told I'd been
accepted for this training course in Tucson, Ari-
zona, USA.

ISSUE 1
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In December 1958 | was given leave over Christ-
mas and told to report on 31st December to the
RTO at a London railway terminus to travel to
Southampton as one of a group of airmen. We had
to travel in civvies, packing our uniforms in our lug-
gage. At Southampton we were shepherded aboard
a huge “Holland -America Line” passenger ship and
taken to our various cabins on a lower deck. Shortly,
the ship left the quay and started out on what would
be a 10 day voyage to New York, via Nova Scaotia,
Canada.

On that first evening of the voyage we celebrated
with the other passengers and crew because it was
New Years Eve. That was the last celebrating | did
(or much else except be sea-sick) for about 3 days,
when suddenly | was hungry again and fit as a fid-
dle. | quietly enjoyed the rest of the voyage and we
were able to tell the other passengers that we were
British servicemen but not why we were going to
America.

The ship stopped at Halifax, Nova Scotia for a few
hours and we were allowed ashore. It was evening
time so a small group of us went into a bar hoping
for some friendly faces and a beer or two but we
were almost thrown out because we didn’t have the
correct identification to prove that we were over 21!

We arrived in New York harbour in the early dawn
hours on 10th January, and to that famous view of
the Statue of Liberty with the sky-scrapers in the
distance gradually coming closer and eventually the
piers on each side poking out into the river Hudson,
our ship at last tied up at her dock.

We next had to pass through Immigration and
Customs. The first was no problem, there were
American Government officials there to pass us
through, but Customs was different; I've seldom en-
countered surlier people anywhere.

Our RAF group was driven by bus through the
streets of New York to a hotel a few blocks from
Times Square. On the way there we were craning
our necks upwards in awe at the height of the build-
ings around us and trying to see if we recognised
any. At the hotel we were given a welcome talk and
told that we'd be in the city for 2 nights and on the
3rd day we’d start our journey to Tucson, Arizona.

Frankly, 1 remember nothing about the hotel, ex-
cept it was very large and that | spent most of the
time walking around the streets surrounding it.
Streets like Broadway, Times Square, 42nd Street.
We had been given some dollars to enable us to
pay our way around, and a bus tour was arranged to
show us around New York. | seem to remember the
bus taking us to the Battery amongst other places.

On the 3rd day we were taken to Grand Central

Station to board a train for Chicago. This railway
station really lived up to its name. Once we were
through the street doors and on the main floor |
could only think back and contrast the size and
grandeur of this place with the much smaller Lon-
don terminal where | had started out.

Now, we had no idea of the distances we were
going to have to travel in the next few days so
were very surprised when we learned that we
would travel all that night, sleeping in our seats,
and would arrive in Chicago in time for breakfast.
I remember that although it was winter the sun
shone through the station waiting area where we
ate our very welcome meal. (I now know that the
straight line distance between New York and Chi-
cago is about 750 miles.)

Shortly we were taken to the train that was go-
ing to carry us south to Tucson. We were each
allocated a seat in a compartment and were told
that the seat would be converted into a bunk
where we would sleep for the next 3 nights. The
journey would be a bit more than 1500 miles,
stopping at various stations, none of which
names | remember. Once the train had left from
Chicago | seem to remember looking out of the
windows for hours on end to try and take in the
immensity and the contrasts of the countryside
that the train was passing through.

Later on that afternoon a steward came round
and converted our seats to bunks and pulled
heavy curtains that gave us some privacy.

Thor Launch ( that lan never got to see).
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After dark | lay in my bunk with my head at the
window end, so | was able to watch the lights of
houses and farms, towns, villages and railway sta-
tions slip by as we rattled past them. The most
evocative of experiences were the sounds of the bell
and the whistle from the locomotive. | had heard
them a thousand times before, but in the cinema -
now for the first time they were real!

During the second day | spent some of the time
hanging out of the only windows that opened fully in
the carriage, these were in the exit doors at each
end of the carriage. From this vantage point | could
see the full, enormous length of the train for the first
time as it followed the tracks that snaked around the
sides of hills along our route.

I have recently worked out that a list of the States
that we must have crossed on our railway journey
from New York to Tucson would read as follows:
New York : Pennsylvania : Ohio : lllinois : Missouri :
Kansas : Oklahoma : Texas : New Mexico and Ari-
zona.

I have never understood why we travelled to Tuc-
son as we did and were not flown there by US Air
Force aircraft. After all, although we didn’t know it,
at that time Thor missile system ground equipment,
and Thor missiles too, were being flown in their
largest transport aircraft from USAF Bases in
America to USAF bases in East Anglia to be in-
stalled on the newly built concrete launch pads and
the aircraft returning, probably empty, to the USA.

Mind you, as it turned out, I'm not complaining!

When | awoke on the second morning it was to a
scene through the window that was straight out of a
cowboy movie ! The train was crossing a desert, the
sun was just rising and in the distance were these
vertically sided buttes. Then to complete the scene
balls of tumbleweed were being blown along by the
wind!

We arrived in Tucson after a second night in our
moving bunks. How strangely selective our memo-
ries are! Because | remember very little about the
month'’s stay there.

I do know that we were housed in military type
barracks and that the Course instructors were all
civilian employees of the Douglas Aircraft Corpora-
tion which was the company that had designed and
built the Thor Missile System for the United States
government.

Our instructor told my trainee group that from the
signing of the contract to the test firing of the first
missile took only 9 months. (He didn't tell us that the
first 5 firings failed for one reason or aother.)

It was during this month that a publicity man
and photographer took personal details and a pic-
ture of each one of us with a finger on a button of
a control panel of some sort that were then sent
to England and appeared in our local newspa-
pers. My mother, of course, cut this out and a
copy is attached.

R.A.F, Corporal A. I. Brice, son of Mr. and Mrs. AL
Brice, of 40, West Street, Tollesbury, has just ptated a
course of instruction in the United States. Hednedified as
a missile engine mechanic on the propulsion sysiéthe
Thor intermediate range ballistic missile.

Cpl. Brace is a student at the Guided Missile Sthoduc-
son, Arizona; operated by Air Training Command bé t
United States Air Force. Classroom instruction &maéhing
were provided at the Douglas Aircraft Corporatidenp.

The United States Air Force are conducting a tnajrpro-
gramme on Thor for all R.A.F. personnel who will ma
bases for the 1500-mile missile in Great Britain.

The missile is scheduled to be operational this.yHae first
four squadrons will be in England under R.A.F. ccanoh
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The one incident | do remember probably oc-
curred at the end of the course in Tucson when our
instructor invited our class to accompany him for
lunch in a near-by bar for a “Schlitz - on - rye” (a
beer and a sandwich.)

While at Tucson we had the weekends free, and
on at least one occasion three of us got together,
hired a car and drove out into the desert where
there was a “ghost town” called Old Tucson which
was sometimes used as a film set.

When our first month’s training was complete, we
were flown by the USAF to Vandenbergh Air Force
Base on the Pacific coast of California, roughly 200
miles north of Los Angeles and 100 miles south of
San Francisco. Once we had been billeted in bar-
racks and processed (i.e. given security passes
and maps of the camp layout, etc.) we were all
brought together and given the astounding news
that we were not wanted to begin our training at
Vandenburgh for two weeks. So far as the authori-
ties were concerned we had two weeks leave and
could do what we wanted. We were issued with
several hundred dollars each to tide us over if we
were going off Base.

Some small groups clubbed together and rented
cars to tour California and neighbouring States.
Luckily, I had a contact in Los Angeles and | was
able to stay with them for the 2 weeks. When we
re-assembled and the course re-started at Vanden-
bergh we were detailed off into work groups and |
was greatly disappointed to find that | would not be
learning more of the missile system on the launch
pad but would be working in the central servicing
control centre, basically answering the phone, fill-
ing in forms, drinking coffee and eating do-nuts. |
was never even taken on a tour of a launch pad!

One of our crews launched a missile as part of
their training, but all we in the control centre saw of
it was a column of smoke in the distance as the
Thor flew off into the Pacific.

The Course finished on about the 15". April and
we were flown to New York, put up in a hotel for a
night and sailed the next day for Southampton,
which took about 9 days. | was then given about a
weeks leave, told | could turn my corporals stripes
upside down as | was now a Corporal Technician
and that I'd been posted to RAF Feltwell in Norfolk.

When | got there on the 6th May 1959, | was
straight away put on shift work in the Missile Tech-
nical and Maintenance Control Center in the RIM
(Receipt, Inspection and Maintenance) building at
Feltwell. Just like at Vandenbergh, there were
other NCO’s and sometimes, officers in there an-
swering the phones and filling out work orders for
jobs that needed doing on the various missile sites

and | muddled along as best | could but it was all a
problem for me as | had never been on a launch
site and had only the vaguest idea of what the
blokes on the other end of the phone were talking
about. At night it was even worse because | was
often alone in there with no-one to consult about a
problem.

After only a few months | was shifted from the
Control Centre to an office with 8 am to 5 pm work-
ing days. | was still in the RIM Building, but now
literally just filling in and filing forms with about 3
other lowly ranks and under the eagle eyes of a
miserable Squadron Leader, who insisted that
each form had to be correctly filled in and placed in
exactly the correct file.

The trouble with working in that building was that
it was completely sealed. There were no windows
and the temperature was constant. We only
vaguely new what the weather was like outside,
and in the winter months we often didn't see day-
light from one Sunday to the next Saturday.

| was in that dead-end job for about 3 years dur-
ing which time | got married, then brought my wife
to live in a caravan on Methwold ex-airfield cara-
van site for a little over a year before we could
move into a married quarter on the station. | was
promoted to Sergeant and in 1961 and 1963 our
two daughters were born, both at the RAF hospital
at Ely.

Standing Thor—threatening Kruschev?
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In May and July of 1962 | was taken out of the of-
fice and put through a training course at the Thor
Missile school that had been established at Feltwell.
This was to enable one to be posted to 107 Squad-
ron at RAF Tuddenham, Suffolk, as a Missile System
Pad Controller. This change meant that myself and
the other members of the launch crew were bussed
to and from Feltwell to stand our working shifts on
the launch sites of the 3 missiles that lay in their re-
tractable hangars only a short distance from the
towns of Mildenhall, Newmarket and Bury St. Ed-
munds.

Being a Launch Pad Controller of an atomic bomb
tipped rocket sounds like a somewhat taxing and
stressful occupation. True, for the first hour or so on
shift there were checks to be made of valve posi-
tions, contents and pressure gauges, voltages and
temperatures, and these had to be repeated at inter-
vals through the shift. And also occasionally there
would be an exercise and we would simulate a
count-down, but in general much of our 8 hour shifts
were spent either sun bathing if it was summer or
sleeping in one of the trailers if it was inclement out-
side.

However, in October of 1962 we felt we were
about to really earn our pay.

The Russians had put missiles in Cuba and there
was a face-off between Kruschev and John Ken-
nedy, the American President. The Cuban Missile
Crisis was upon us!

The Thor launch crews kissed their families good-
bye for an unknown period and were taken to their
Squadrons where the missile shelters were re-
tracted, the missiles erected and stood at “Launch
minus 15 minutes”. No fuel or liquid oxygen had
been loaded into the missile tanks and in theory the
missiles could stand at T -- 15 indefinitely but in
practice they were very vulnerable to defects, and if
the wind were to get up they would need the shelter
provided by their hangars.

The big effect of this great increase in prepared-
ness to launch these monsters was to really bring
home to we servicemen what a knife edge we were
living on. We were told by our officers that at the
other end of the trajectory of our Thors were Russian
missiles aimed at us!

And so the big questions on our minds were “Will |
ever see my wife and children again?” and “If | sur-
vive an atomic explosion - will they?”

It was with very great relief that we heard that Mr.
Kruschev had backed down and turned his supply
ships back from Cuba and the Thor missile squad-
rons in East Anglia were able to return to their usual
shift and work patterns.

| remember that the winter of 1962 - 63 was
particularly bad with heavy frosts, fog and snow.
We were kept occupied at the site shovelling the
snow away from areas that needed to be kept
clear.

Then in January 1963 we were told that the
complete Thor Missile Force was going to be dis-
mantled, starting at 240 Squadron, Breighton,
East Riding, Yorkshire, and the other Driffield
Squadrons; and over the next 6 months
Hemswell, Feltwell and North Luffenham were all
decommissioned. The RAF as usual were very
pragmatic about the use of manpower and the
now ex-launch crews were turned into salvage
teams. For 5 months there was even an official
Bomber Command Thor Disposal Flight to which |
was posted.

The job of the various members of this flight was
to assist with the dismantling of the various parts
of the hardware of the systems that the Americans
didn't want to fly back to the USA. The parts that
they could use in their continued research into
rocketry systems they very quickly removed from
the launch sites; leaving the rest of the trailers,
fuel and LOX storage tanks and associated pipe
work, electrical generators and numerous other
bits of kit up for offer from scrap metal dealers.

Eventually | got notice of my next posting and in
due course | left Feltwell and the Thor missile be-
hind after a total of exactly 5 years travelling,
training and working on the weapon system.

Of course the travelling to the USA was the
highlight of that time, but | think too that because |
was one of a fairly small number of RAF person-
nel involved with the Thor, | have always looked
back on the experience as a special time in the 23
years that | served in the Royal Air Force.

The HAMS thank lan for this contribution that
adds to our knowledge of what life was like for all
those who worked with the Thor Missile during the
years of deployment in England.

Technical details and photographs are very
valuable, but equipment doesn’t work without hu-
man input, and it is important to know what daily
life was like in the squadrons.

We are always in need of articles to publish in
The Dropzone, so if you have any stories to tell
please send them in. Anything concerning avia-
tion will be welcome; personal anecdotes, or tech-
nical details of aircraft and associated equipment
that will be of interest to others.
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And now, as they say, for something completely
different. A lesson in the history of everyday cus -
toms and sayings, with no apologies for the use
of Old English words!

The editor cannot vouch for the truth of any of
the following, but it all seems very plausible.

There is an old Hotel/Pub in Marble Arch, London,
which used to have a gallows adjacent to it. Prisoners
were taken to the gallows, (after a fair trial of course)
to be hung. The horse drawn dray, carting the pris-
oner, was accompanied by an armed guard, who
would stop the dray outside the pub and ask the pris-
oner if he would like "ONE LAST DRINK". If he said
YES, it was referred to as "ONE FOR THE ROAD" If
he declined, that prisoner was "ON THE WAGON"

They used to use urine to tan animal skins, so fami-
lies used to all pee in a pot & then once a day it was
taken & sold to the tannery. If you had to do this to
survive you were, "P**s Poor", but worse than that,
were the really poor folk, who couldn't even afford to
buy a pot, they "Didn't have a pot to P**s in" & were
the lowest of the low.

The next time you are washing your hands and com-
plain, because the water temperature isn't just how
you like it, think about how things used to be. Here
are some facts about the 1500's: Most people got
married in June, because they took their yearly bath
in May and they still smelled pretty good by June.
However, since they were starting to smell, brides
carried a bouquet of flowers, to hide the body odour.
Hence the custom today, of carrying a bouquet when
getting married.

Baths consisted of a big tub filled with hot water. The
man of the house had the privilege of the nice clean
water, then all the other sons and men, then the
women and finally the children. Last of all the babies.
By then the water was so dirty you could actually lose
someone in it. Hence the saying, "Don't throw the
baby out with the Bath Water!"

Houses had thatched roofs, thick straw piled high,
with no wood underneath. It was the only place for
animals to get warm, so all the cats and other small
animals (mice, bugs) lived in the roof. When it rained
it became slippery and sometimes the animals would
slip and fall off the roof. Hence the saying "It's raining
cats and dogs."

There was nothing to stop things from falling into the
house. This posed a real problem in the bedroom,
where bugs and other droppings could mess up your
nice clean bed. Hence, a bed with big posts and a
sheet hung over the top, afforded some protection.
That's how four-poster canopy beds came into exis-
tence.

Most houses had dirt floors. Only the wealthy
had something other than dirt. Hence the say-
ing, "Dirt Poor." The wealthy had slate floors,
that would get slippery in the winter when wet,
so they spread thresh (straw) on floor to help
keep their footing. As the winter wore on, they
added more thresh, until, when you opened the
door, it would all start slipping outside. A piece
of wood was placed in the entrance-way. Hence:
a Thresh Hold. (Getting quite an education,
aren't you?)

In those old days, they cooked in the kitchen
with a big kettle, that always hung over the fire.
Every day, they lit the fire and added things to
the pot. They ate mostly vegetables and did not
get much meat. They would eat the stew for din-
ner, leaving leftovers in the pot to get cold over-
night, then start over the next day. Sometimes
stew had food in it that had been there for quite
a while. Hence the rhyme: "Peas pudding hot,
peas pudding cold, peas pudding in the pot, nine
days old".

Sometimes they could obtain pork, which made
them feel quite special. When visitors came
over, they would hang up their bacon, to show
off. It was a sign of wealth that a man could,
"Bring home the Bacon." They would cut off a
little, to share with guests and would all sit
around talking and "Chew the fat".

Those with money had plates made of pewter.
Food with high acid content caused some of the
lead to leach into the food, causing lead poison-
ing & death. This happened most often with to-
matoes, so for the next 400 years or so, toma-
toes were considered poisonous!

Bread was divided, according to status. Workers
got the burnt bottom of the loaf, the family got
the middle, and guests got the top, or "The Up-
per Crust".

Lead cups were used to drink ale or whisky. The
combination, would sometimes knock the imbib-
ers out for a couple of days. Someone walking
along the road, would take them for dead and
prepare them for burial. They were laid out on
the kitchen table for a couple of days and the
family would gather around, eat and drink and
wait to see if they would wake up. Hence the
custom of "Holding a Wake".

England is old and small and the local folks
started running out of places to bury people. So,
they would dig up coffins and would take the
bones to a bone-house and reuse the grave.

(Continued on next page.)
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When reopening these coffins, 1 out of 25 coffins
were found to have scratch marks on the inside
and they realized they had been burying people
alive. So they would tie a string on the wrist of the
corpse, thread it through the coffin and up
through the ground and tie it to a bell. Someone
would have to sit out in the graveyard all night,
(the graveyard shift) to listen for the bell; thus,
someone could be, "Saved by the Bell" or was
considered a "Dead Ringer"

Now, whoever said that History was boring ?

Ref. ‘Peas pudding.” | believe there are ver-
sions of this rhyme that refer to ‘Peas porridge.’

Now for General Knowledge—sort of.
In the 1400's a law was set forth in England that a
man was allowed to beat his wife with a stick no
thicker than his thumb. Hence we have 'the rule
of thumb.'
Many years ago in Scotland , a new game was
invented. It was ruled 'Gentlemen Only...Ladies
Forbidden'... and thus, the word GOLF entered
into the English language.

The first couple to be shown in bed together on
prime time TV was Fred and Wilma Flintstone.

Every day more money is printed for Monopoly
than the U.S. Treasury.

Men can read smaller print than women can;
women can hear better.

Coca-Cola was originally green.
It is impossible to lick your elbow.

The State with the highest percentage of people
who walk to work: Alaska.

The percentage of Africa that is wilderness: 28%

The percentage of North America that is wilder-
ness: 38%

The cost of raising a medium-size dog to the age
of eleven: $16,400.

The average number of people airborne over the
U.S. in any given hour: 61,000.

Intelligent people have more zinc and copper in
their hair.

The first novel ever written on a typewriter: Tom
Sawyer.

The San Francisco Cable cars are the only mobile
National Monuments.

Each king in a deck of playing cards represents a
great king from history:

Spades - King David

Hearts - Charlemagne

Clubs - Alexander, the Great

Diamonds - Julius Caesar

111,111,111 x 111,111,111 = 12,345,678,987,
654,321. If you doubt this, get out your calculator!

If a statue in the park of a person on a horse has
both front legs in the air, the person died in battle.
If the horse has one front leg in the air, the person
died because of wounds received in battle.

If the horse has all four legs on the ground, the per-
son died of natural causes.

Only two people signed the Declaration of Inde-
pendence on July 4:

John Hancock and Charles Thomson.

Most of the rest signed on August 2, but the last sig-
nature wasn't added until 5 years later.

Q. Half of all Americans live within 50 miles of what?
A. Their birthplace

Q. Most boat owners name their boats. What is the
most popular boat name requested?
A. Obsession.

Q. If you were to spell out numbers, how far would
you have to go until you would find the letter 'A'?
A. One thousAnd.

Q. What do bullet-proof vests, fire escapes, wind-
shield wipers and laser printers have in common?
A. All were invented by women.

Q. What is the only food that doesn't spoil?
A. Honey.

Q. Which day are there more collect calls than any
other day of the year?
A. Father's Day.

In Shakespeare's time, mattresses were secured on
bed frames by ropes. When you pulled on the
ropes, the mattress tightened, making the bed
firmer to sleep on. Hence the phrase... 'Goodnight ,
sleep tight'

At least 75% of people who read this will try to lick
their elbow!

Well, there’s more, but that's enough for now.

Remember, if any of these ‘facts’ are wrong, please
don’t shoot the messenger!
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HARRINGTON AVIATION
MUSEUMS

Off Lamport Road
Harrington
Northamptonshire
NN6 9PF
UK

Phone: 01604 686608

Wer'e on the Web!
WWW.
harringtonmuseum.
.org.uk

A very-much-alive Eugene Polinsky at the 2009 Carpe  t-
bagger Reunion.

For a few weeks after the B-24 piloted by Second Lieutenant
Eugene Polansky crashed in the Orkneys, the two surnames
were mixed up. So Lt. Eugene Polinsky was listed as KIA.

Contributions to the newsletter are greatly
appreciated, please send them to Fred West &
the Carpetbagger Aviation Museum, Harring-
ton NN6 9PF  or,

Email: caswest@aol.com

The 8th May 2010 commemorates the 65th
anniversary of Victory in Europe




