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   It is with deepest regret that we 
have to announce the death of  the 
President of Harrington Aviation Mu-
seum Society, Col. Robert W. Fish. 
 
   Col. Robert W. Fish passed away 
the evening of 12 October, 2008. His 
funeral took place at Ft. Sam Houston 
National Cemetery in San Antonio the 
following week.  
 
   Robert W. Fish joined the Civilian 
Conservation Corps out of high school 
and was assigned to work in Oregon. 
After two years there, he studied elec-
trical engineering at Ohio State before 
joining the Army Air Corps training 
program in 1939. He graduated a year 

later.  
 
   In May 1941 he was assigned to 
the 46th. Sqdn. of the 41st BG and 
flew Hudson aircraft on anti-
submarine patrols along the west 
coast of America.   Bob and his crew 
also flew calibration flights for a new 
Radar detection system.  
 
   In June 1943 they flew their Libera-
tors to Dunkeswell airfield on the 
south west coast of England, where 
their services were needed to counter 
German submarines in the East At-
lantic. Bob Fish was among others 
who came in contact with German 
JU88s over the Bay of Biscay - this 
was the 'sharp end'!  The Group now 
consisted of two anti-submarine 
squadrons.  
 
   In October 1943 the Anti-
Submarine group was disbanded, 
and personnel were posted to East 
Anglia for ‘combat duty’  In late Octo-
ber 1943 they were told they were to 
lead a secret project to fly SOE and 
OSS agents into occupied Europe.  

  The code name would be Opera-
tion Carpetbagger. Lt. Col. C. Hef-
lin would command the unit with 
Maj. Fish as Operations Officer.  
 
   After the war, he returned to Ohio 
State and received his bachelor's 
degree. Still in the Air Force, he 
worked in assignments around the 
country until a major overseas as-
signment in 1955.  
 
   Then, he was the air attaché to 
the Nationalist government in Tai-
wan. His wife, Jean, remembered 
the opportunity they had to meet 
Chiang Kai-shek and Madame 
Chiang.  
 
   He retired as a colonel from the 
Air Force in 1970 and settled with 
Mrs Fish in Zapata, then in 1987 
they moved into Air Force 
Retirement Village II.  

 Col. Robert W. Fish   
1917—2008 
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   This was the wrong place so we immediately 
took off again and flew across town to Davis 
Monthan Air Force Base, the military airfield 
where we would live. Each morning we travelled 
across town by bus to the Douglas Aircraft Com-
pany hangar at the other airport for our training. 
Here we met a small group of USAF officers who 
would go through the training with us and  proba-
bly back to the UK as well. 
 
   This was the first part of an extremely interest-
ing technical course. It was here that we learned 
that the missile was part of the SM-75 missile 
system and called Thor. Several manufacturers 
were involved in its construction, but most of it 
was made by Douglas. Strangely, although all 
our instructors were experts, their expertise 
ended along a clearly defined line, whereupon 
another instructor took over. This was security at 
its best - or worst - for we slowly became the 
only people to know how the various systems of 
this missile connected together. The theoretical 
part of the course at Tucson ended and we went 
to Vandenberg Air Force Base in California for 
the practical part. 
 
   Vandenberg is an enormous base with a num-
ber of missile launch pads near the cliff top over-
looking the Pacific, and surrounded with incredi-
ble security measures. We were all issued with 
launch area passes that allowed us entry at any 
time. It was at launch pad #7 that I first saw a 
Thor missile. Lying there horizontally on its cra-
dle it looked huge; bigger than a single decker 
bus. Nearby, behind a concrete wall, were two 
tanks of fuel and a big water reservoir. Fifty 
yards from the missile was the blockhouse. They 
told us the blockhouse, which was mostly under-
ground and made of fifteen feet thick, reinforced 
concrete, could survive a nuclear explosion.   

The Missile Business 
 

By Mjóllner 

   We always wondered what life was really like on a 
Thor Missile base and now, thanks to ‘Mjóllner’, we 
know! 
 
   In 1958, like many youngish men, I was bumbling 
around the skies of East Anglia, in an old military jet 
fighter, practising for a repeat of World War Two. It 
was a job I was good at and loved; films like ‘Top 
Gun’ were decades away and military fliers were two 
a penny. The flying had not yet become boring, but 
when you have taken both yourself and the aircraft to 
its limits, there is nowhere else to go. In September 
of that year I had married a gorgeous girl who lived 
nearby, so naturally this was the perfect time for the 
RAF to ruin everything and I was attached to The Im-
perial College of Warfare, or some such name, prior 
to taking up a post so secret that they could not tell 
me what it was. 
 
   What was I doing there? Well, the RAF was about 
to enter the missile age. This was the height of the 
Cold War. America and Russia were making rum-
bling sounds at each other and America, with the 
help of Wernher von Braun, had just reinvented the 
V2 rocket; this time with a nuclear warhead. Unfortu-
nately the range of this weapon was not far enough 
to reach Russia from America and so it was agreed 
that the Americans would base them in England, un-
der the control of the RAF. This was a good idea 
from the Americans standpoint as they could shoot 
at Russia, but Russia could only shoot back at Eng-
land. Everything was so secret that nobody knew 
anything about it! 
 
   Given a situation about which you know nothing 
but should be doing something, you have two 
choices, ask somebody who does know, or panic. 
Top brass is the end of the line; they are expected to 
know everything and thus, having nobody to ask, 
they panicked. As a result, sixty flight crew including 
me, were removed from flying units that could not 
spare them and put on hold until someone decided 
what to do next. 
 
   For starters, we were sent to RAF Manby for a mis-
sile course. Naturally our teachers knew nothing 
about the missile we were to operate. In fact, they 
did not even know what it was called! So they taught 
us some simple mathematics and how to get on with 
the Americans when we arrived in the USA for our 
training. At that time the Royal Air Force brass genu-
inely did not know what it was all about and I truly 
believe that they still did not know, when it all came 
to an end. The only mention of this period in the Im-
perial War Museum at Duxford, is one small sheet of 
paper in the American hangar. I find this rather sad 
as it was four years of RAF history, involving a lot of 
highly technical people and me. 
 
   Twenty mechanics and four officers including me 
sailed to New York on the Queen Elizabeth. We flew 
across America in an old C47, stopping now and 
again for fuel, lunch boxes and for the crew to 
change seats. The cost of these items varied from 
state to state and the airline chose the cheapest 
state for each. One of the two engines sounded 
worse each time we took off and it finally expired, 
leading to a delay of two days while it was changed. 
Off again, finally arriving at Tucson International Air-
port in Arizona.  Thor Launch 
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   Just to make us happy, it also had a week’s sup-
ply of food, water and air. Inside were the launch 
consoles; one for each of the seven pads, rows and 
rows of TV monitors showing every part of the 
launch area, many other consoles, desks, cabinets, 
a kitchen, bath house etc. and of course a few small 
rooms that could be used for lectures, sleeping or 
plain relaxation. 
 
   Everyone on the course had met each other previ-
ously, all mixed together regardless of rank, Ameri-
cans included, but at Vandenberg we were split into 
launch crews that would stay together until the end 
of the course and probably in the UK too. At that 
time, launch crew consisted of a launch control offi-
cer (LCO), three missile control officers (MCOs), to 
operate the guidance, three missile maintenance 
technicians (MMTs), for general servicing and a 
power generation technician (PGT), to run the elec-
trical generators. I never would become used to the 
American way of referring to everything and every-
one by letters. We heard that the selection was 
done by putting names into a hat. However that did 
not seem likely as, being the youngest and the most 
junior, I got what was generally regarded as a col-
lection of extremely bolshie misfits! They were mas-
ter aircrew and flight sergeants all much older than 
me and covered in medal ribbons from their wartime 
days. 
 
   Back at Tucson, I noticed that one of the warrant 
officers was often asleep in the classes and did not 
appear to know anything; yes, he was in my team. 
At the start of the second week, he did not turn up 
for work. When he did finally appear I told him that 
he was lazy, ignorant and useless and I would not 
tolerate that sort of behaviour in my team, whatever 
their rank. He told me I couldn’t speak to him like 
that in front of others, as he was a very senior NCO. 
I told him that I expected a very senior NCO to be-
have like one and I was not going to have my team 
get a bad name. I did not see him again and heard 
that he had asked for a transfer to another team, but 
as no other team would accept him he was sent 
back to the UK. 
 
    My bolshie misfits and I got on well together after 
that! 

   Teaching at Vandenberg was done in small 
groups, with a technical expert from one of the 
factories as teacher. In place of the classroom, we 
were using the missile that was on Launch Pad 7, 
the real thing! Once again, the American need-to-
know security proved a handicap to learning. For 
example, we had spent a few days with a tech rep 
from AC Spark Plugs learning about the guidance 
system and had a good idea how it worked. 
Someone asked,  
 

“If the missile is off course, how does it regain 
the correct track?”  
 
“Simple, the guidance sends a signal to the 
steering engines to perform the correction.” 
 
“Yes obviously, but how much do the engines 
move, is the correction dependent on speed, 
etc etc?” 
 
“Er well I don’t know, I guess you’ll need to 
ask the Rocketdyne guy that.” But we were not 
scheduled to have the Rocketdyne rep for an-
other two weeks! 
 

   Besides two RAF courses, there was a NASA 
group at Vandenberg who were going to fire a 
Thor with mice or a monkey inside, I don't remem-
ber which. Classes were cancelled for the day of 
the launch and dozens of people were waiting on 
the cliff top to see it go. Naturally there were many 
cameramen from the press about and naturally 
one of them had the misfortune to pick a British 
group of spectators for his piece of film. After a bit 
of small talk he asked us if we would stare at the 
launch pad and then up into the sky and out to 
sea, as if we were watching the launch; big mis-
take! When he said ‘action,' we all stared at the 
launch pad, then slowly upwards and towards the 
south, finally very rapidly downwards whereupon 
we fell about laughing. What I found so satisfac-
tory and so curious was that although none of us 
said a word or even glanced at each other, all of 
us had exactly the same idea! The launch was 
successful and the monkey, or what ever was re-
covered safely. 

RAF Students at Vandenberg  -  not a misfit in sight! 



V OLUME  6   ISSUE  3  P AGE  4  

   Missiles being such a new concept, the launch 
area attracted many VIPs. Among those I met and 
chatted with were the top executives from the 
companies involved with the manufacture of the 
missile and General Curtis Le May, the chief of the 
American Air Force. It struck me as strange that I 
never saw any senior RAF officers there apart 
from the RAF liaison officer, who was just that and 
nothing to do with the missiles. I also met Wernher 
von Braun, the designer of Hitler’s V2. Wernher 
von Braun seemed to be one of the few who actu-
ally understood the workings of the Thor. Naturally 
I had expected this, but I was surprised that the 
depth of his knowledge went down to circuit level. 
It was only later that I learnt that he was involved 
in its design. He was a funny man who talked to 
everybody. After peering into a gyro box for sev-
eral minutes and knowing I was English, he said, 
“If I had that a few years ago, we would have flat-
tened London properly!” 
 

 
   Towards the end of the course it was an-
nounced that the missile we had all been training 
on would actually be fired. Our names went into a 
hat and a crew was selected for the launch. This 
crew spent extra time with some of the reps as it 
was thought by some that they did not yet know 
enough to do the launch. The great day arrived, 
there was a malfunction, the crew could not fix it 
so the launch postponed. A few days later, while 
my crew and I were out at the launch pad, the in-
structor mentioned that we would be doing the 
launch and it would be tomorrow.  The instructor 
said they did not need any more foul ups and had 
selected the best crew for the job. I replied some-
thing like, flattery will get you everywhere. But he 
said that although my crew seldom appeared to 
take anything seriously, they were far ahead of the 
others in knowledge of the whole missile system. 
So I was to be the first RAF guy to launch a Thor! 
 
   Next day I hung a sign on my bedroom door 
saying “Gone to launch” and went off to launch 
pad #7. In the control room I started the count-
down with the now familiar, “...fife, for-er, thur-ree, 

two-a, one-na, launch,” and I turned the key. On 
the TV monitors we saw the ‘steam’ suddenly stop 
coming out of the top vent and a huge cloud of 
fumes totally obscured the bottom of the rocket.  
 
   The noise was like nothing you could possibly 
imagine. It was not a noise but a feeling, every-
thing vibrated, books fell off desks, my chair was 
moving, the TV monitors seemed to go out of fo-
cus and one came off the wall. People had their 
mouths wide open and some seconds later we 
could hear what they were shouting as the din 
lessened. The monitors showed various views of 
the missile disappearing upwards. 
 
   Then the Launch Safety Officer’s voice came 
over the speakers, “There is a guidance malfunc-
tion, I am destroying the bird.” Shortly after, he an-
nounced that it was safe to leave the blockhouse 
and go down and look at what was left of the 
launch pad. 
 
   Everyone was still shaking hands and clapping 
each other on the back and I found myself walking 
slowly towards the pad with the chief man from 
Douglas Aviation. We were discussing, in a half-
hearted way, what might have gone wrong, when 
he suddenly asked what speed I thought it was do-
ing when it blew up, and to confirm that the height 
was 186,000 feet. I looked at him and said,  
 
“s = ut + ½ ft2, have you got a slide rule?” 
 
“Let’s go back and have a coffee before the rush 
starts,” he replied.  
 
   What we had both realised was that, what goes 
up must come down and since it went up vertically, 
it would come down at the place where it went up 
and by using that formula, we could calculate 
when. We had both got our coffee when a frantic 
Safety Officer started rushing about shouting,  
 
“Everybody back in the blockhouse, RUN, NOW!” 
 

A Thor in transit. The missile spent most of its life lying on the trailer 
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   When the heavy wreckage came down, it fell 
four miles out to sea - we had forgotten that the 
earth rotates - although a lot of skin pieces were 
blown back over the base Naturally there were 
dozens of reps from all the factories searching for 
the cause of the failure. It seems that two safety 
pins were not removed from the steering engines, 
but who left them in or who put them back after 
they had been confirmed as removed, was never 
discovered. I still have the key I used to fire that 
Thor. It looks like any old filing cabinet key and is 
attached to an aluminium tag with ‘MASTER 
MONITOR LE #7’ stamped on it.  
 
   A Google search for ‘SM-75 missile’ produces 
some information about the Thor, but mostly cop-
ies of the same thing. There are several photos 
too, but the most interesting site is: 
 
http://harringtonmuseum.org.uk/ThorUK.htm.  
 
Here you will find photos of an actual launch. 
 
   Back to the UK and off to Yorkshire, where al-
though our three missiles were manned 24 hours 
a day, every day of the year, there was seldom 
more than half an hour’s work in any shift. Most of 
us arrived for the start of our shift, did what was 
required and went to sleep. Some people got jobs 
in the nearby town, others took up hobbies, I 
taught water-skiing at Scarborough and did a lot of 
sea fishing. Later, my wife and I took up SCUBA 
diving, both becoming qualified divers and making 
many dives in the chilly waters of the North Sea. 
Not having dived anywhere before, we found the 
underwater life amazing. We made many friends 
in Yorkshire and on one occasion my wife was 
taken for a Yorkshire lass. 
 
   Although the missile sites were supposed to be 
top secret, all the locals knew about ‘them rock-
ets’. It seems surprising today that we never had 
demonstrations. marchers or squatters. The one 
thing we did have was the military police. They 
would occasionally climb over the wire and put a 
sticker on a missile saying ‘bomb’. Naturally there 
was always a stink after this happened, but it is 
just not possible to keep a site of this size secure 
without a lot of people; apart from the launch 
crew, we had four police, four dog handlers, two 
firemen and a cook. 
 
   After one such incident, the boss told me there 
could be another police ‘attack’ and as I was on 
the night shift, it would be up to me to stop it. We 
took over at midnight and did the usual mainte-
nance, then I had all our vehicles out with head-
lights on to make a careful check of the area. 
When they returned I explained that the boss 
wanted any intruder frightened and perhaps they 
would be put off trying again. Naturally, if it was for 
real, intruders would be shot, but that was a bit 
drastic.  
 
   My solution to the problem was to release the 
police dogs and stay indoors until daylight. Then 
we would drive around to see what we had 
caught. We found two very frightened and cold 
intruders, lying on their backs with a big dog 
growling at their throats if they moved! We gave 
them breakfast and sent them on their way. The 
CO told me the station commander had had a 
strongly worded letter from the chief of police de-
ploring my shocking lack of concern for his men. 
The station commander told him that if the police 
thought security was just a game, he was  

delighted that his RAF officers took it more seri-
ously. There were no more police attacks on any 
missile site after that. 
 
   We had frequent visits by senior officers and 
extremely senior officers, few if any had the 
slightest idea of what we had there, nor how we 
operated. All these visitors were stuck in a 
groove - aeroplanes. An aeroplane has to be 
constantly checked and serviced, while the me-
chanics and pilots must be kept in constant 
practice working on it or flying it. Our missiles, 
which had few moving parts anyway, were kept 
in a sterile, air conditioned environment and sel-
dom needed to be fiddled with by anyone. Be-
cause they were not used, they did not break 
down. We were bored and boredom leads to in-
vestigating every piece of the missile system. 
Although I was a pilot, I had a strong engineer-
ing background and encouraged my gang to dis-
cover everything we could about our missiles. 
This way we learnt many things that were not 
taught at Vandenberg, probably because our 
instructors there did not know these things 
themselves. 
 
  Visitors always provided us with an amusing 
diversion from doing nothing, but it also showed 
how ignorant visiting brass could be. Ignorance 
is something that can be rectified, but many of 
these VIPs just did not want to know about mis-
siles. It did not take long before we were all thor-
oughly pi***d off with their stupid comments and 
patronising remarks; so our reactions were 
hardly surprising to anyone who knew us. A con-
versation with a group that included an Air Mar-
shal who, in view of his appointment should 
have known better, went something like this. 
 
   “We have all had a thorough briefing before 
coming here to view an actual rocket,” said the 
Air Marshal. (No one in the business says 
‘rocket’, it is always ‘missile’.)  “So perhaps you 
wouldn't mind answering a few questions and 
clearing up some points for us. “They told us 
that it is possible to hold a rocket at 15 minutes 
readiness, but what is your normal time to 
launch?” 
 
   “15 minutes is our normal readiness state, sir, 
but we could hold at 10 minutes or even at two 
minutes if necessary.” There was a pause as 
they digested this, but clearly not thoroughly 
enough as the next question showed. 
 
   “Where are the warheads kept and how long 
does it take to install one?” 
 
   “I am sorry, I have no idea where the war-
heads are stored sir, the Americans look after 
that side of the business. Actually attaching one 
to a missile takes the best part of a day in view 
of the number of checks required.” 
 
   “So your 15 minutes is just theoretical if it 
takes several hours to fit the warhead.” 
 
   “Oh no sir, all our missiles have warheads in-
stalled” 
 
   “Now just a minute, do you mean to say there 
is an atomic bomb out there?” 
 
   “No, there are three of them.” There was a 
long pause. 
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   “You keep mentioning this 15 minutes, but what 
about all the pre-flight checks to prepare it; the 
safety checks and so on before you get to 15 
minutes?” 
 
   “There aren't any sir, those three missiles could 
be in on their way 15 minutes from now if I de-
cided to launch.” 
 
“But we were told that they could not be fired 
without lengthy checks. They said the keys were 
in a safe and several officers were needed to 
confirm the authorisation to remove the key. Then 
what about an American with his key to arm the 
warhead before a launch can start?” 
 
   Then someone else said, “What about the elec-
trical power, it must take a long time to get the 
generators up and running?” 
 
   “We do not need the generators to launch, they 
are only there in case the national grid fails. But 
anyway, it only takes a few seconds to start 
them.” 
 
   “But what about all the checks before launch?” 
the Air Marshal asked, obviously still thinking 
about aeroplanes. “There must be some checks I 
would have thought.” 
 
   “Yes of course, sir, but once these are com-
pleted the missile is ready for many days till the 
next checks are scheduled. “There is no require-
ment to check anything for quite a while.” 
 
   “Surely you personally, could not launch a mis-
sile?” asked someone. 
 
   “Why ever not?” I replied without thinking, “Let 
me show you.” I picked up a microphone and an-
nounced, 
 
   “Stand clear of the generators, stand clear of 
the generators. Generators starting in thirty sec-
onds. Pad number XX, pad number XX, keep 
clear of the shelter and report back here immedi-
ately, we are going up.” I looked at my watch and 
after thirty seconds had passed I pressed a but-
ton on the console. There was a rumbling sound  
and almost immediately a green light appeared 
on the console 

   “That’s the first generator on line, the other two 
won’t be far behind. Yes, there’s generator 
three .... and that’s generator two on line. Now we 
are not going to accidentally blackout the town!”  
 
   I removed a key that was dangling around my 
neck on a string. 
 
   “That’s the launch key you mentioned, sir, the 
American’s key is not necessary because we just 
take the back off the console with a penny and 
jumper his key with a bit of wire. I am sure the 
MCO has a suitable bit of wire in his pocket.” The 
MCO produced a length of wire from his pocket 
with a crocodile clip on each end and proceeded 
to remove the back of the console with a coin.  
 
The Air Marshal went white. 
 
   “Now, status switch to launch, turn the key and 
off we go. Mr Smith please report guidance 
status.” 
 
   “You turned that switch to the launch position!” 
said the shocked the Air Marshal, “I hope you 
know what you are doing, young man.” 
 
   “Well someone suggested I was not able to 
launch a missile myself, so I am showing you that 
I can. With due respect, sir, all of us here know 
exactly what we are doing. We’re not the people 
that don’t know how these missiles work.  
 
   “Sir, guidance aligning, are you selecting Hold?” 
 
   “Thank you, confirming Phase Two Hold en-
gaged.” At that moment there was a screech of 
brakes outside and a sergeant in overalls burst in. 
 
   “Pad XX clear of personnel, sir. Sorry to be so 
long, but as you were playing silly bu***rs, I 
thought I’d better turn off the fuel and lox. Hope 
that’s all right, sir.” 
     
   “Thank you sergeant, I have Phase Two Hold 
on, but you were quite right to shut off.” 
 
“Sir guidance aligned, Phase Two proceeding” 
 
“Thank you Mr Smith, Now if you would like to 
stand outside gentlemen you will see something 
that might interest you.” 

Does this highly trained technician also have a piece of wire? 
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   Warning sirens on the pad sounded and the enor-
mous shelter started to move back, revealing the 
sixty foot missile lying horizontally on its trailer. 
Then the missile began to slowly rise until it was 
vertical. 
 
   “Confirming Phase Two Hold still on, changing 
Status Switch to Checkout Exercise. Removing 
launch key, Mr X please remove your jumper wire 
but keep it handy for the next time. Sergeant, we will 
go down to your pad now. Please put everything 
back to normal when we’ve finished.” 
 
   I went outside to the group, some of whom still 
had their mouths hanging open.  
 
   “Right, gentlemen, if you would care to stroll down 
to the pad I will answer any further questions you 
may have.” The Air Marshal looked at the group and 
said, 
 
   “It would appear that we have been seriously mis-
informed. Perhaps you would start at the beginning 
by describing the missile and then explain what 
really goes on.” 
 
   “Certainly sir, it is all quite simple provided you 
remember that if we get it wrong, we can blow a 
hole the size of York in the middle of Yorkshire,” I 
said with a smile. 
 
   Missile sites were usually on old airfields so the 
area around them was flat. Although the missiles 
were not stood on end very often, a tall metallic ob-
ject standing up in an open area got someone think-
ing about lightning. Since nobody had any idea what 
would happen if an atomic warhead was subjected 
to a few million volts, it was decided that we should 
try not to find out. Our local weather forecasts 
started to include a new term, 'Lightning Risk.' Risk 
one was lightning visible, risk five was not a chance.  
 
   One day we had a call from base that the lightning 
risk had gone up to two. Naturally this was on a rare 
occasion when we had a bird up and so we had to 
get it down quickly …. but it wouldn't come down! 
No matter what was tried, the missile remained 
pointing up towards the lowering clouds. We all put 
our heads into the manuals but could find no reason 
for the failure nor how to lower the missile. Since the 
situation was now critical, cutting a hydraulic pipe 
with a fire axe was suggested as a last resort. The 
missile did come down and lightning was visible 
soon after. 
 
   Three years later I had a reprieve, I was to report 
to the Flying Refresher School at RAF Manby. For 
me,  the SM-75 Missile System was now a thing of 
the past, but there were many happy memories of 
that strange time.  
    
   Just one being that I could launch three nuclear 
missiles unaided, but I was not allowed to fire six 
shots from my pistol without a sergeant armourer 
being present to supervise this annual event! 
 
                           ————————— 
 
To see a Thor missile and its engine, visit the Cold 
War exhibition at the RAF Museum, Cosford. There 
is also a two stage Thor-Able satellite launching 
missile  on display at The National Space Centre in 
Leicester. 

Hewitt Gomez  

This article, written by Bruce Brown, was originally 
published in the Lafayette Advertiser earlier this 
year. 
 
   Lafayette's Hewitt Gomez couldn't tell friends 
and family where he was stationed, or what he 
was doing, in World War II.  
 
   They knew he was with the Army Air Corps, 
based somewhere in England, and was doing his 
part to turn back Nazi Germany, but that was 
about it. On the other hand, if they had known of 
the dangers he faced, they probably would have 
worried even more than they did.  
 
   Gomez was a navigator on black-painted B-24 
bombers that made clandestine flights to drop 
spies, equipment and ammunition to resistance 
fighters. The group was known as the Carpetbag-
gers - so secret that airmen didn't know their code 
name at the time.  
 
   The Carpetbaggers served as the air arm of the 
American Office of Strategic Services (the OSS, 
precursor to the CIA), so anything they did was 
classified.  
 
   "It was highly dangerous work," said Gomez, 
who flew out of Harrington Field in England. "But I 
was 19 years old. I wasn't worried. You couldn't 
tell anyone where you were from. I ran into a high 
school classmate, and told him I flew B-24s in the 
First Division. He said there are no B-24s in the 
First Division.  "That's because we were secretly 
based."  
 
   In a short period of operation from August 1944 
to the end of the war in Europe, the Carpetbag-
gers dropped 536 agents and 4,511 tons of sup-
plies in hostile territory, often at great peril. They 
lost 208 crewmen in 3,000 missions.  
 
   When airmen were killed in action, relatives 
could be told simply that they had perished in air 
action at 3 a.m. - left to wonder what engagement 
could possibly have taken place at that hour of the 
day.  
 
   "My crew had a mission over Norway on March 
25 (1945), and the war almost ended for me that 
day," Gomez said. "We had to fly into the fjords to 
make the drop, and I heard the bombardier say, 
'Pull up! Pull up!' A B-24's got four engines. You 
can't just get it to do that.  
 
  "When we got back, we had tree limbs stuck in 
our aileron. A few feet lower, and we wouldn't 
have made it. We would have run into a moun-
tain."  
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   Gomez also worked with the Air Commando Asso-
ciation steering a project to establish a plaque at 
Hurlburt Field at Eglin Air Force Base in Florida, that 
honours comrades who had become brothers and 
lifelong friends.  
 
   Perfectly fitting, though, was the reaction when he 
first tried to join the Air Force Reserve shortly after 
World War II. He was told there was no record of his 
ever being in the Air Force! 
 
                      ——————————— 

   In September 1944 Major Dave Schreiner was de-
tailed to fly from Harrington to RAF Leuchers in Scot-
land. His task was/ to pick up two agents who were 
to be dropped in northern Norway, where the Ger-
man battleship Tirpitz was based. The agents were 
briefed to radio any movement of the ship to London. 
 
      Extra fuel tanks were fitted into the bomb bay as 
their destination was over the Liberator’s normal 
range. They took off at 15.00 hrs on 20th September 
1944 and after a nine hour flight they found the drop 
zone.  

   There are numerous monuments erected in 
European villages to crew members who didn't 
make it.  
 
   "The French were so grateful, they treated us 
like kings," said Gomez, who was fortunate to 
survive four sorties into Denmark and three into 
Norway.  
 
   He was charged with the task of getting his B-
24 to its destination at a certain time and then 
back again while flying under the radar and as 
far away as possible from anti-aircraft emplace-
ments. The B-24s rarely flew higher than 7,000 
feet, and often went lower than 2,000.  
 
   "We weren't looking for a factory or a city," Go-
mez said. "We were looking for a couple of guys 
in a field, and it was at night so you could only 
see a mile and a half at that level. The navigator 
had the last word on aborting the mission."  
 
   Those who returned safely were sent to the 
base mess hall for a double shot of cognac, 
fresh eggs and bacon, and then proceeded to 
post-mission interrogations. There were times 
when even crew members were on a need-to-
know basis for missions.  
 
   "If we were transporting spies, I never saw 
them," said Gomez, who was curtained off in the 
front of the aircraft. "We would taxi out on the 
runway and a Jeep would meet us with the indi-
viduals we were taking, and they would get 
aboard then."  
 
   There were other regulars - a pair of dogs that 
would jump aboard in the back of the plane for 
missions.  
 
   Gomez, who was married shortly before being 
deployed to Europe, was fortunate upon his re-
turn.  
 
   "I was rushed back from Europe," said Go-
mez, who was raised in Baton Rouge. "I was 
told as soon as my leave was over that I would 
be sent to Burma to fly 'The Hump.' I got to Ba-
ton Rouge on July 19. I remember walking out of 
a theatre with my wife, and there were news-
boys hollering, 'Extra! Extra! War Over!' We had 
dropped the atomic bomb on Japan.” 
 
    "I was so elated not to have to go to Burma."  
 
In the years since the war, Gomez successfully 
managed the Metairie Country Club and Lafay-
ette Petroleum Club. He used his love of food 
and organizational skills to help organize reun-
ions of the Carpetbaggers over the years - host-
ing in New Orleans in 1997.  

   Operation Tirpitz 
By Ron Clarke 

Maj. D. Schreiner (in Russian hat and British 
duffel coat) with one of the flying boat pilots 
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   The agents were delivered, and the crew set a 
course for Scotland, but the left inner engine started 
losing power and the pilot had to feather the propel-
ler.  
 
   They decided not to risk the eight hour flight 
across the North sea, and set course for the Rus-
sian port of Murmansk. When they reached the Kola 
inlet they headed South for Murmansk flying at 
1,500 ft with their lights on. Major units of the Rus-
sian fleet had anchored in Murmansk harbour, and 
all hell broke loose.  
 
   Every ship opened fire on them, totally ignoring 
the signal flares they fired so they were soon hit and 
the plane caught fire. All the crew baled out except 
Major Keith Allen, who would not leave the aircraft.     
 
   Some of the crew came down on land, others in 
the sea, but all were eventually picked up and taken 
to a Russian Battleship.  
    

    The Russians took good care of them and next 
morning they were taken to the British Naval hospi-
tal on shore. 
 
   The American liaison officer Captain Frankel met 
them and told them that the Russian Admiral was 
sorry for the 'unfortunate happening’.    
 
   Arrangements were made for Major Allen's fu-
neral, and the crew boarded the British Battleship 
Rodney for the journey back to the Shetland Is-
lands, off the north Scottish coast. 
   
   Major Schreiner managed to persuade the Royal 
Navy to fly the crew back to RAF Leuchers in two 
flying boats, arriving there on the fifth of October. 
 
    A couple of days later they flew back to Harring-
ton and were soon showing off the white fur hats 
presented to them by their Russian hosts.    
 

Maj. D. Schreiner and his crew in their Russian fur hats, with the flying boat airmen who 
flew them back to RAF Leuchars 

 
If anyone can add anything to this story, please email cbaggermuseum@aol.com 
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  A recent visitor to the museum was Philipa Leech 
who is the cousin twice removed of Lilian Rolfe,   
one of the ladies featured on the SOE History dis-
play. 
 
   Lilian and her twin sister Helen were born in Paris 
in 1914, the daughters of George Rolfe, a chartered 
accountant who originally came from London.  When 
the girls were about sixteen years old, the family 
moved to Brazil and Lilian went to work at the Cana-
dian legation and the British embassy in Rio de Ja-
neiro. 
 
   In 1943 Lilian decided she wanted to join the Brit-
ish forces and after a hazardous voyage, during 
which the ship was attacked forcing it to divert to the 
Unite States,  she arrived in England and on the 16th 
April enlisted in the Woman’s Auxiliary Air Force. 
 
   Lilian began her training as a wireless operator 
and when it became known that she spoke fluent 
French she was asked if she would be willing to vol-
unteer for special duties. She agreed, and in Novem-
ber 1943 Lilian was accepted into the SOE as a 
wireless operator. 
 
   On the 1st of January 1944 she was sent to STS52 
at Thame Park where she remained until success-
fully completing her course on the 22nd of March.  
Lilian received good reports from her instructors re-
garding her ability with coding messages and her 
steady use of the Morse key.  She was however, 
rather awkward when it came to setting up her wire-
less equipment. 
 
   On completing her training she was given her code 
name Nadine and identity papers in the name of 

Claude Irene Rodier and on the 5th April 1944     
she was flown to France in a Lysander from 161 
Sqn. RAF Tempsford. 
 
   It was a month before Lilian met up with her 
contact, George Wilkinson, the leader of the His-
torian circuit, but she quickly settled in to her work 
and was in almost daily contact with London.  Dur-
ing the time she was operating, Lilian sent at least 
sixty seven messages, requesting supplies for the 
Maquis operating in the department of Loiret. 
 
    (By coincidence, Violette Szabo was para-
chuted into France for her first mission on the 
night of 5-6 April from a Harrington Liberator. She 
was again taken by a Harrington Liberator on the 
night of 7-8 June 1944, but unfortunately, she was 
captured within three days of landing and taken to 
Fresnes prison, outside Paris, and from there to 
Ravensbruck concentration camp.) 

Lilian Vera Rolfe SOE 
 

1914 to 1945 

Philipa Leech with a picture of her cousin,  
Lilian Rolfe 

     In June, Wilkinson was captured and sent to 
Buchenwald concentration camp where he was 
eventually executed.  Lilian continued her work 
under the new leader of the Historian circuit, Pi-
erre Charie, until her own arrest on the 31st of 
July.  She was first sent to Fresnes prison, from 
where she took the same route as Violette, to 
Saarbrucken then on to Ravensbruck and death. 
 
   Sometime between late January and early Feb-
ruary 1945, Lilian, Violette and Denise Bloch, a 
French SOE operative, were all executed by a 
bullet in the back of the neck.  Their executioner 
was eventually hung for war crimes. 

Lilian Rolfe 
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   A Word From The Chairman 
 

   The museum is now closed until April 2009, but we 
can look back on a fairly successful year.  In spite of 
very poor weather during the summer months, visitor 
numbers were 2166, that is 66 fewer than for 2007.  
 

    Attendance figures for July were the worst for 
twelve years and no doubt attributable to the poor 
weather and high fuel costs.  With fuel prices now 
falling we are hoping for better things in 2009.  After 
all, during a recession people will be looking for low-
cost entertainment, and museums and heritage cen-
tres are all good value for money. 
 

   The committee have been discussing the purchase 
of an aircraft to replace the Harvard that we once had 
on loan.  Nothing is certain yet, but there are a num-
ber of planes on offer at the moment from other avia-
tion museums. 
 

    We have to be realistic of course, and if these are 
available at a price we can afford, then they will be in 
need of serious refurbishment.  However, myself and 
other committee members will be taking a look at 
what is on offer before the end of the year.  
 

   The annual Remembrance Service on Sunday the 
9th of November was very well attended in spite of 
the cold wind blowing at the Memorial. Once again 
the service was conducted by the Rev. Marion Ilsley, 
the Parish Reader. 
 

   After the service, refreshments were served at the 
museum. 

   In the last issue of the Drop Zone we gave a 
brief mention to Art, who first came to our notice 
when his granddaughter, Ryan Yager, visited 
Harrington in 2006. 

   We lost touch with Ryan, and subsequent ef-
forts to trace her, published in the DZ, led to 
some of Arthur’s old comrades making contact 
with him.  He was also contacted by the son of 
one of the agents transported on B-24 Brer Rab-
bit. 

    Printed below is an article that was published 
in the Detroit Free Press, Warren—Sterling 
Heights edition, written by Kim North Shine. 

   A long time ago, Arthur Bogusz and a top-
secret team from the U.S. Army Air Corps spent 
many a night on a big black airplane, blending 
into the dark sky in the wee hours of the morn-
ing, dropping supplies and men, presumably 
saving lives and helping to win World War II by 
supporting the French Underground in its resis-
tance against the Germans. 
 
   After Bogusz, now 84, returned from his ser-
vice with the group, which was dubbed the Car-
petbaggers and whose missions for years were 
classified government information, he stored 
away those amazing military experiences. He 
went about building his own life, marrying 
Lorraine and leaving Hamtramck to buy a home 
at the border of Detroit in what is now East-
pointe. 

Harrington Remembrance, 2008 

    The HAMS Christmas dinner will take place at 
Harborough Golf Club on Monday 1st December.  
Once again I thank Vera on behalf of all our mem-
bers for organising this annual event. 
   
   I hope you all have a happy Christmas and a 
peaceful and prosperous year in 2009. 
 
Ron Clarke 

Art Bogusz 

Art’s granddaughter Ryan at the  
Carpetbagger memorial 

   As time went on, Bogusz also built his own 
businesses: a Kowalski's market on Kelly Road 
near 10 Mile in what is now Eastpointe, and the 
Wishing Well bar at 14 and Gratiot in what is 
now Roseville.  
 

   Even as he raised five children, put them 
through Regina and Notre Dame high schools in  
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Harper Woods and eventually moved to Warren -- 
where he still resides with Lorraine Bogusz, his wife 
of 62 years -- his Carpetbaggers stories remained 
mostly secret. 
 
"I try to forget it," Bogusz said. 
 
   Though he didn't talk much about it, through all 
the phases of his postwar life Bogusz kept with him 
a locker containing relics and mementos from his 
time spent stationed at the Harrington Airfield in 
Northamptonshire, England. 
 
   "We didn't even know about it, growing up, five of 
us kids," said his daughter Elaine Yager, who lives 
in Sterling Heights and is a special education 
teacher at Davis Junior High. 

Sussex Plan Museum in Hochfelden, France, ad-
dressed to Monsieur Arthur Bosgusz, was a copy of 
the very same photo that hangs in the dining room 
of the Clinton Township home of Bogusz's grand-
daughter. It shows Bogusz and his crew posing in 
front of their plane. 
 
  The letter invited Bogusz to meet Soulier's father, 
but Bogusz, who is honored and intrigued by the 
invitation, doubts that will happen. "I would love to, 
but I can't, not physically," he says. 
 
   Bogusz replied with his own letter and wrote, 
"Your father and I did what we thought was the right 
thing to do. We were so young. But we were 
blessed to have survived, come home and start our 
lives and families." 
 
Night flights 
    
   Bogusz remembers vividly the plane he flew on, 
the Brer Rabbit. It was painted with two comical rab-
bits and named after pilot Clinton H. Rabbitt, who 
died a few years ago. 
 
   The main mission of the plane was to drop sup-
plies and people into areas that were part of the 
French Resistance's strategy to upend German 
forces. The contents of the crated packages were 
usually unknown. The people also were strangers, 
though they bonded on their long flights that ranged 
from hundreds to thousands of miles across Eng-
land and France. 
 
   Once at their destination and after a fast, stom-
ach-churning descent, the packages and the peo-
ple, who were on static lines (which deployed the 
parachutes instead of their opening with a ripcord), 
were dropped from a frightening 500 feet above the 
ground through a hole called a Joe Hole, Bogusz 
said. 
 
   "We wouldn't tell our real names, so everyone was 
Joe," he said. "They kept us in the dark. They never 
told us where we were going."  The Joes were deliv-
ered and boarded the plane just a few minutes be-
fore takeoff. The packages were also a mystery. 
 
   "One time there was a bike. ... One time I know 
there was gasoline inside because it was leaking," 
Bogusz said. 
 
   The plane was a stripped B-24. No guns. No oxy-
gen. It was expected to fly under cover of night. 
Only its rumbling engines could be heard.  The Car-
petbaggers had no squadron flying with them, no 
accompanying fighters for protection. Just them in 
their big black target with no weapons.  The mis-
sions were so secret that the group, the  
801st/492, was placed under the OSS, Office of 
Strategic Services, which later became the CIA,  

Arthur, with daughter Elaine and granddaugh-
ter Ryan—and his model B-24 

   Now, all this time later, the keepsakes inside the 
locker and in Bogusz's memories are being 
shared, in large part due to his history-loving 
granddaughter's visit two summers ago to the Brit-
ish base where he served, starting as a 20-year-
old, from 1943 to 1945. 
 
   His granddaughter, Ryan Yager, is now 26 and is 
a special education teacher at Jeannette Junior 
High in Sterling Heights. She visited Harrington, 
which is a museum dedicated to the Carpetbag-
gers, and word of her trip later reached the director 
of a French museum also dedicated to the military 
group known for helping to liberate France. 
 
   This summer, Dominique Soulier wrote Bogusz a 
letter, informing him that by connecting the dots of 
flight records, he had determined that Bogusz, who 
primarily served as a flight engineer on the hulking 
B-24 Liberator, was flying the night of June 2, 
1944, the same night that Soulier's father, Georges 
Soulier, was dropped from the plane, likely by Bo-
gusz. 
 
   Along with the letter, which came from the  
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the Central Intelligence Agency. 
 

   The missions, of which Bogusz flew 35 -- not count-
ing his training and prior flying time on another mis-
sion -- were part of  an operation to supply arms and 
equipment to Resistance fighters all over Occupied 
Europe that was first started by the British military, 
and then became a joint operation with the United 
States. 
 

Opening up 
 

   The letter and his granddaughter's interest has Bo-
gusz talking about his time in the war more than ever. 
Other than occasional reunions when the "men would 
go off and talk," Lorraine said, it was never much dis-
cussed. 
 
   "Everything was all put away," she said. "When the 
man from France sent the letter, that got him thinking. 
He opened the whole thing." 
 
   Nearby, spread on the kitchen table, are the items 
he brought back with him more than 60 years ago. 
 

   There is a cigarette package, given to him by one 
of the Joes just before he was dropped from the 
plane. There is a piece of tree that Bogusz put in his 
pocket after the plane, in an eerie near-miss one 
night, had clipped it. He also has currency, a com-
pass, and a fake passport meant to throw off the en-
emy should he be captured. In a frame are the many 
medals he has received for his service. 
 

   Bogusz, who retired from Chrysler as a millwright in 
1989 and now has 13 grandchildren and 13 great-
grandchildren, shrugs off the praise.  "I think about 
the infantrymen and I felt so sorry for them. I was 
clean-shaven, my belly was full," he says, describing 
his access at the time to regular meals and a place to 
sleep. "They're the true heroes." 
 

   Elaine says “You were a hero too, Dad.” 

Operational Cycle of a Carpetbagger Mission 
 
  To see a full description of the cycle of op-
erations for a Carpetbagger mission visit: 
 
h t t p : / / w w w . h a r r i n g t o n m u s e u m . o r g /
OpCarpetbagger.htm 
 
            ————————————– 
 

Book Review 
  

Spitfire Women of World War ll 
By Giles Whittell 

 
   This is the story of the ladies of the Air Trans-
port Auxiliary who ferried all types of aircraft dur-
ing W.W.ll 
 
   At first they were restricted to the oldest and 
slowest aircraft, but eventually they went on to fly 
Hurricanes, Spitfires and just about every other 
type of aircraft.  Quite a few were trained to fly 
four engined bombers, including Short Stirlings, 
Halifax and Lancasters. 
 
   The majority were well to do English girls who 
could afford to take flying lessons between the 
wars, but there were also more than a dozen 
American ladies and there was hardly a country 
in the free world that was not represented. 
 
   These ladies flew without any training in the 
use of instruments, with no radio and always in 
unarmed aircraft.  If they got into difficulties their 
orders were to either head back to base, or bail 
out. 
 
   Many of these ladies had been prominent in 
the sporting world.  Audry Sale-Barker was an 
Olympic skier; Lettice Curtis was a triple Oxford 
Blue in fencing, tennis and lacrosse. 
 
   Mary de Bunsen however, although very inter-
ested in sport was never able to take part seri-
ously.  Mary was around five feet tall, had very 
poor eyesight and was born with a hole in the 
heart.  At the age of four she contracted polio as 
a result of which, she had one leg two inches 
shorter than the other and had to wear a surgical 
boot. 
 
   In spite of these handicaps, in the late 1930s. 
Mary obtained a pilots licence and then while in 
the ATA, flew all types of aircraft except four en-
gined bombers. 
 
   The events related in the book could have 
probably been better organised, but it is never 
the less a very good read. 
 

Art with his mementoes 

Picture credits: Detroit Free Press 
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       Naturally if something goes wrong, or for servicing, 
some knowledgeable people are required. An aero-
plane on the other hand needs to be flown by a pilot 
and pilot  and ground crew need to kept in practice. 
The aeroplane must get off the ground quickly and 
skill and speed of the ground crew come into play. 
But superimpose aeroplanes on missiles and the 
result is farcical    
 
   Yes, we had to do practice scrambles and the 
brass became furious if a squadron took longer than 
they thought. A scramble meant that a technician 
had to take the generators off automatic and start 
them manually.  
 
   Meanwhile, the MMT in charge of the pad being 
tested would run from the recreation hut to his pad, 
turn off the shutoff valves for lox, fuel and the high 
pressure nitrogen tanks. In the launch trailer, the 
MCO started the completely automatic guidance 
alignment routine and the LCO recorded all the 
times since the scramble order.  
 
   When the exercise was over, the filters on each 
generator had to be changed, oil levels checked and 
replenished then the generators returned to auto. 
The MMT at the pad turned all the valves back on 
again, then carefully checked that no valve was 
leaking.  
 
   The guidance was stopped and shut down and  
the LCO wrote up his report. Brass was satisfied, we 
could assess efficiency by doing practice (and ut-
terly pointless) scrambles. 
 
   In the daytime, when the CO and an assortment of 
visitors might be around, these exercises were per-
formed as intended. But during the night shifts, coins 
were tossed and the loser had to sit in the launch 
trailer.  
 
   If there was a scramble, he would start a stop-
watch and phone in the appropriate message at the 
appropriate time. No generators were started, no-
body ran anywhere and no valves were turned; it 
was all read from a script! Watching the cook phone 
up Bomber Command and report that pad X was 
prepared and the guidance aligned would always 
make me smile. 

 
 
 
NOTE. Names have been changed to X, XX, etc. in 
both Thor articles ……. just in case Big Brother is 
watching—or reading. 

  

Preparing to launch 

Postscript to the Thor 
By Mjóllner 

   Reading about Thor on your website, then coaxing 
my brain back to the details of what I was doing fifty 
years ago, I am struck by the large number of dis-
crepancies between the two. During my entire period 
in Yorkshire I never saw any training, nor met any 
instructor.  
 
   The launch crews and the servicing personnel 
were all trained in the States and brushed up their 
knowledge during the day to day operation of the 
missile. Many times someone would ask what would 
happen if …. or what would we do if …. and we 
would sit down in front of a schematic diagram and 
work it out.  
 
   By ‘we’ I mean all the MCOs, the MMTs, any visit-
ing MSAT and me. These discussions often became 
quite heated as we treated each other with the re-
spect due to our knowledge and not our respective 
ranks. We could all read a schematic diagram, but 
only the MSAT knew down to circuit level.  
 
   Our squadron commander was nice guy and a real 
gent, but he had not received our training and was 
quite unable to add to any discussion that took place 
while he was there. All so different from a fighter 
squadron! 
 
   One example of what could happen with insuffi-
cient knowledge was demonstrated by another 
squadron. A missile was erect and would be filled 
with fuel (not lox) as part of a routine check. You 
could call it routine training if you wish.  
 
   The checklist called for the status switch on the 
LCO’s console to be in the launch position, but this 
LCO was unsure if that was correct and suggested to 
his squadron commander that the Checkout/Exercise 
position seemed more appropriate.  
 
   The CO did not know and told him to do what he 
thought fit. At this point the exercise should have 
been stopped and confirmation of the correct proce-
dure obtained from other sites.   But they went ahead 
in the Checkout/Exercise position and dumped some 
4000 gallons of RP1 (paraffin) onto the pad! 
 
   To get technical, in the Checkout/Exercise position, 
many routines in the countdown sequence do not 
actually happen, but are simulated so the countdown 
can continue to the end. In the launch position, all 
actions must actually occur.  
 
   What happened was that when the missile was al-
most full, a signal was simulated to say ‘open the 
main fuel valve’ at the top of the motor. In the launch 
position this command would only happen when the 
lox tank was full and its float valve sent the signal. 
    

    Missiles are not aeroplanes! A missile lies there in 
airconditioned splendour, with all safety pins re-
moved and all fuelling valves open, until someone 
wants to fire it. Turn a switch, turn two keys, check 
the guidance has aligned correctly and away it goes. 
Nothing else has to be done.  
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Time for Remembrance 



Off Lamport Road 
Harrington 

Northamptonshire 
NN6 9PF 

HARRINGTON AVIATION MUSEUMS 

Phone: 01604 686608 
 

Email: cbaggermuseum@aol.com 

Wer’e on the Web! 
www.

harringtonmuseum.
org.uk 

 
We Wish You All 

A Very Merry  
Christmas 

 
And A Happy  

And 
Prosperous New Year 


