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Air Force photograph
Col. Harry Shoup.

Air Force photograph by Master Sgt. Charles Marsh
Everyone gets into the holiday spirit at the 
NORAD Tracks Santa Operations Center on 
Peterson Space Force Base, Colo.

by Bob Alvis
special to Aerotech News

In today’s world with so much 
information, we can lose track of 
the large and small traditions that 
meant so much to us as kids.

Looking at the media offerings, 
it’s no wonder our kids today 
struggle to appreciate the spiri-
tuality of the holiday season, and 
why it seems many want to crush 
belief in that jolly old man we call 
Santa Claus.

When asked whether I believe in 
Santa Claus many roll their eyes 
when I say “Well of course I do, 
since I have seen his good works 
in my almost 70 years of life here 
on earth.”

Being an Air Force veteran, I 
have the added joy of knowing that 
my beloved branch of the service 
has been carrying on the legacy 
of Santa Claus since a misdialed 
phone call in 1955 to NORAD Cen-
tral Command started a program 
that grew into a most cherished 
tradition that still carries on today.

Col. Harry Shoup feared the 

worst when his red phone rang on 
his desk. It was 1955, the height 
of the Cold War, and Shoup was in 
the operations center of the Con-
tinental Air Defense Command in 
Colorado. CONAD, as it was known 
then, stood as the early warning 
system for a Soviet attack. So, the 
ringing of the red telephone never 
meant anything good.

What happened next launched 
the now-named North American 
Aerospace Defense Command, 
or NORAD, into a decades-long 
tradition to track Santa and bring 
joy to children around the world. 
And it started with a simple act of 
kindness, a Cold War scare, and a 
youngster hoping to tap into a little 
Christmas magic.

The colonel picked up the phone 
and said, “Can I help you, sir? 
Hello? Can you read me all right? 
This is Colonel Shoup.”

Courtesy image
The original Sears & Roebuck ad that started the 
NORAD tracks Santa phenomenon.

DOD photograph by Chuck Marsh
Nearly 1,000 volunteers cycled through the 
NORAD Tracks Santa Operations Center on 
Peterson Space Force Base, Colo., between 
4 a.m. and 10 p.m. Dec. 24, 2022. Volunteers 
providing updated information on Santa’s lo-
cation and gifts delivered worked in two-hour 
shifts answering phone calls from children 
and adults located around the globe.

A little girl’s voice came on the 
phone and said, “Are you really 
Santa Claus?”

A very gruff Colonel Shoup re-
plied, “What? Is this a joke? Just 
what do you think you’re doing 
calling us here and how did you 
get this number?”

“Well Santa I got this number 
from an ad in our Sears and Roe-
buck advertisement, and it said 
call any time after December 15.”

The quick-witted officer realized 
that it was no joke, but a mistake. 
And a good-hearted child on the 
other end of one of the most impor-
tant telephones in history thought 
she was calling Santa. So, to the 
surprise of his staff, Colonel Shoup, 
who was a father himself, did 
what any good dad would do when 
presented with the opportunity to 
bring a little Christmas joy.

“Of course, I’m Santa Claus. We 
have this phone set up just to talk 
to you. Ho! Ho! Ho! Ho! Have you 
been very good this year?”

“Yes. I want to tell you what I 
want for Christmas. And can you 
bring something for my mommy 
too?”

“Well, I’d love to hear what you’d 
like for Christmas. And of course, I 
will try to bring something nice for 
your mom. Would it be all right if I 
talk to her now?”

Shoup heard the kid pass the 
phone to her mother. She explained 
that her child dialed a number 
listed in a Sears Roebuck ad in a 
Colorado Springs newspaper, so the 
legend goes. It featured a picture of 
old Saint Nick and an invitation 
to call him on his private phone at 
any time. But the phone number 
was apparently one digit off, and 
suddenly, Colonel Shoup, a stern, 
no-nonsense Air Force officer, found 
himself playing the jolly fellow.

The Santa Colonel, as he became 
known as over the decades, ordered 
his staff to answer the phone for 
any child wanting to know the loca-
tion of Santa as he delivered toys 
around the world. And through 
that act of kindness, a Cold War 
scare, and a youngster hoping to 
tap into a little Christmas magic, 
a decades-long tradition was born.

Reading this recollection of how 
that phone call played out over the 
years can get me pretty emotional 
because as a baby boomer of the 
early 1950s I know how important 
it was for our parents to keep the 
spirit of Christmas alive for their 
children and pass off those same 
magical moments in kids’ dreams 
for future generations.

Growing up in a world under 
the threat of nuclear annihilation, 
we held on to these beliefs and, for 
many of us, we believed that maybe 

Santa had a peaceful resolution in 
his bag all along and we only had 
to believe.

Does Santa really exist? All I 
can say is that for my entire life 
he shows up in December and has 
never let me down. Some will say 
Santa is not a physical being and 
it’s hard to not see his presence in 
our lives this time of the year as we 
travel around and watch the many 
entertainment outlets. But really, 
the Santa Claus I know is that jolly 
old spirit who pulls at our hearts 
and wants us to bring good into 
the world and keep our children’s 
Christmas spirts alive and well.

Many times, we who served in 
the military far from home un-
derstand how the appearance of a 
gray-haired old man in a makeshift 
red costume made us smile and 
think of our family around the 
Christmas tree and even shedding 
a couple tears of joy. Does Santa 
Claus exist?

I guess that question comes 
down to how you look at the world 
— this old airman hopes that 
whatever you do or don’t believe 
in that you still find the peace and 
happiness you search for. And for 
those like me who do believe in 
that spirit, may you always find the 
peace that comes with good friends, 
family and neighbors during the 
times of Christmas.

Oh, and by the way, let’s give a 
shout out to all those volunteers 
who man those phones on Christ-
mas Eve.

You may wonder about ser-

vice members and 
volunteers behind 
the tradition. You 
know, who are these 
people and where do 
they come from?

It is service mem-
bers from NORAD, 
who are very famil-
iar with the tradi-
tion and volunteered their time on 
Christmas Eve. But also, it’s made 
up of volunteers around Colorado 
Springs, who you know, work in 
the military, who are veterans, as 
well as some civic leaders and just 
people who are connected to the 
military community in some way 
... spouses, kids ... who volunteer 
to answer these phone calls. 

The one takeaway to volunteer-
ing is the excitement. Everybody 
has this desire to give back, to 
play a part in this long tradition 
that’s gone on for decades. There is 
eagerness to deliver some Christ-
mas magic and cheer to folks. The 
volunteers described the reasons 
why people volunteer their time to 
go work in the call center.

People are waiting for months to 
sign up. And they’re just so excited 
to be a part of the NORAD Tracks 
Santa program. So, it’s a lot of fun. 
Volunteerism has a little bit of 
selfishness to it, if you will, because 
it makes you feel good doing some-
thing for other people. And I think 
the NORAD Tracks Santa for us 
— and for a lot of members — it’s 
the same thing, it makes us feel so 
good that we’re able to give back to 

our communities in this way. And 
so, it’s something we gladly do. And 
we’re happy to parallel with exist-
ing missions.

By the way, don’t forget to have 
your kids become part of the 
magic this year by going online or 
calling. It takes a village of 1,500 
volunteers to field emails and 
the 140,000 or so telephone calls 
to 1-877-HI-NORAD (1-877-446-
6723). They staff phone banks 
equipped with monitors inside a 
building at Peterson Space Force 
Base, Colo., which offers a view 
of snow-capped Pikes Peak to the 
west.

Merry Christmas from this old 
believer Bob, and may we never 
let the spirit of old Saint Nick 
fade from our children’s lives as 
we see the smiles and happiness 
in the faces of our children who 
also believe!

Until next time, Bob out — 
Happy New Year!

Editor’s note: The official NORAD 
Tracks Santa website goes live on 
Dec. 1, with live satellite tracking on 
Dec 24 and can be reached at www.
noradsanta.org.
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The Empty Shell: A look back at a cherished old hangar
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Photograph by Bob Alvis
One of the hangars at World War II-era 
War Eagle Field, located at Avenue I 
and 60th West in Lancaster, Calif. Courtesy photograph

Courtesy photograph
Bob Alvis inside the hangar at the former War 
Eagle Field in Lancaster, Calif.

Courtesy photograph
Veronica Lake is helped out of a 
plane by Army Air Corp airmen. 
Many celebrities were flown 
to War Eagle Field to entertain 
troops during World War II.

by Bob Alvis
special to Aerotech News

It’s been some time since I 
brought up the grand old lady 
War Eagle Field, out on Avenue 
I and 60th West, but the other 
night I was reading an old World 
War II issue of BULAERO, the 
base newspaper that covered all 
the Cal Aero fields in Southern 
California, including our very own 
Polaris Flight Academy at War 
Eagle Field.

The stories shared were the 
up-and-coming entertainment of 
USO shows making their way to 
the airfields, and on that list was 
War Eagle. Being in proximity to 
Hollywood and the entertainment 
industry, there were many famous 
people who could take time to 
perform at local venues and still 
make first call in Hollywood on 
workdays.

My love for the old field out on 
that corner is well documented 
and two of my favorite old haunts 
there are Hangars One and Two 
which during the life of the field, 
were beehives of activity 24-hours-
a-day. Aircraft upkeep was con-
stant for the hundreds of cadets 
who needed aircraft to train in 
every day, and the constant sound 
of engines and air tools gave a 
concert that the everyday ground 
personnel took for granted. But 
there were times when those 
sounds were replaced with others 

just as important to the war effort 
for keeping up morale in such try-
ing times.

The Antelope Valley has seen 
many famous people come here 
and entertain over the years but 
during those years of World War 
II those old hangars at War Eagle 
were the stage for more celebrities 
than our valley has seen since 
World War II.

On many special occasions the 
hangars were emptied of aircraft 
and filled with portable stages. 
Sound systems filled the facility 
as hundreds of airmen crowded in 
to hear the very best of Hollywood 
and the music industry, along with 
stand-up comedians who today we 
consider legendary.

Young airmen and old alike who 
kept the field buzzing could escape 
the world and its problems for a 
while at these shows, and ease 
the pain of separation from their 
families, and fear of the unknown. 

On those special days and nights, 
one could listen and laugh while 
drifting away to the sounds of a 
Hollywood starlet singing like 
her song was personally to every 
soldier in attendance.

Bob Hope, Joe E Brown, Mickey 
Rooney, Clark Gable, John Wayne, 
Jack Benny, and Bing Crosby were 
always big draws, but it was those 
shapely girls with soft voices, tal-
ented troupes like the Andrew Sis-
ters, and a mixture of Big Bands 
that prompted thoughts of home, 
good times, friends, and family.

Starlets like Veronica Lake, 
Carole Landis, Betty Grable, Rita 
Hayworth, Jane Russell, Ginger 
Rogers, and Lauren Bacall all 
made appearances out at that 
old hangar that is now filled with 
dust-covered storage from years 
of non-use.

We also must not overlook en-
tertainers who were not famous 
but had skills, like the amateurs 

who would fill the bill in between 
the big names with dancing and 
unique talents. For many of these 
entertainers the USO shows were 
their start in the entertainment 
industry.

One of those starlets who en-
tertained at our old field in those 
hangars was Lancaster’s own 
Judy Garland. One day when I 
was being given a tour, the silence 
that is that old hangars’ daily 
routine gave way to my imagina-
tion as that space was filled with 
the sounds of a very young Judy 
singing her signature song “Some-

where over the Rainbow” to many 
of those cadets with mist in their 
eyes hearing it in a setting that 
we can only imagine. I wonder 
how many of those young pilots 
went off to war, never to return, 
with that song in their hearts, and 
memories of that special night.

The Antelope Valley has many 
places that over the years be-
came the stage for performances 
of famous people and acts. Who 
would have ever thought that two 
old hangars wasting away at a 
forgotten location would become 
our Hollywood Bowl? For a brief 
time, the top celebrities who set 
the standards for American enter-
tainment entertained what would 
become our Greatest Generation.

I sure hope when the powers-
that-be decide those old hangars 
must come to an end that Judy’s 
words are not forgotten:

Someday I’ll wish upon a star, 
and wake up where the clouds are 
far behind me

Where troubles melt like lemon 
drops, away above the chimney tops

That’s where you’ll find me.
I sure hope those two old han-

gars and the thousands of cadets 
found that magical place, if only 
for a brief time, when Hollywood 
came to Lancaster and wrote their 
history in the hearts of those far 
from home, in buildings training 
them for war in far-off lands.

Until next time, peace my 
friends, and Bob out …

LEFT: The writer, Bob 
Alvis, with copies of 
the BULAERO, the 
base newspaper that 
covered all the Cal 
Aero fields in South-
ern California includ-
ing our very own Po-
laris Flight Academy 
at War Eagle Field 
during World War II.
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Everyone gets into the holiday spirit at the 
NORAD Tracks Santa Operations Center on 
Peterson Space Force Base, Colo.

by Bob Alvis
special to Aerotech News

In today’s world with so much 
information, we can lose track of 
the large and small traditions that 
meant so much to us as kids.

Looking at the media offerings, 
it’s no wonder our kids today 
struggle to appreciate the spiri-
tuality of the holiday season, and 
why it seems many want to crush 
belief in that jolly old man we call 
Santa Claus.

When asked whether I believe in 
Santa Claus many roll their eyes 
when I say “Well of course I do, 
since I have seen his good works 
in my almost 70 years of life here 
on earth.”

Being an Air Force veteran, I 
have the added joy of knowing that 
my beloved branch of the service 
has been carrying on the legacy 
of Santa Claus since a misdialed 
phone call in 1955 to NORAD Cen-
tral Command started a program 
that grew into a most cherished 
tradition that still carries on today.

Col. Harry Shoup feared the 

worst when his red phone rang on 
his desk. It was 1955, the height 
of the Cold War, and Shoup was in 
the operations center of the Con-
tinental Air Defense Command in 
Colorado. CONAD, as it was known 
then, stood as the early warning 
system for a Soviet attack. So, the 
ringing of the red telephone never 
meant anything good.

What happened next launched 
the now-named North American 
Aerospace Defense Command, 
or NORAD, into a decades-long 
tradition to track Santa and bring 
joy to children around the world. 
And it started with a simple act of 
kindness, a Cold War scare, and a 
youngster hoping to tap into a little 
Christmas magic.

The colonel picked up the phone 
and said, “Can I help you, sir? 
Hello? Can you read me all right? 
This is Colonel Shoup.”

Courtesy image
The original Sears & Roebuck ad that started the 
NORAD tracks Santa phenomenon.

DOD photograph by Chuck Marsh
Nearly 1,000 volunteers cycled through the 
NORAD Tracks Santa Operations Center on 
Peterson Space Force Base, Colo., between 
4 a.m. and 10 p.m. Dec. 24, 2022. Volunteers 
providing updated information on Santa’s lo-
cation and gifts delivered worked in two-hour 
shifts answering phone calls from children 
and adults located around the globe.

A little girl’s voice came on the 
phone and said, “Are you really 
Santa Claus?”

A very gruff Colonel Shoup re-
plied, “What? Is this a joke? Just 
what do you think you’re doing 
calling us here and how did you 
get this number?”

“Well Santa I got this number 
from an ad in our Sears and Roe-
buck advertisement, and it said 
call any time after December 15.”

The quick-witted officer realized 
that it was no joke, but a mistake. 
And a good-hearted child on the 
other end of one of the most impor-
tant telephones in history thought 
she was calling Santa. So, to the 
surprise of his staff, Colonel Shoup, 
who was a father himself, did 
what any good dad would do when 
presented with the opportunity to 
bring a little Christmas joy.

“Of course, I’m Santa Claus. We 
have this phone set up just to talk 
to you. Ho! Ho! Ho! Ho! Have you 
been very good this year?”

“Yes. I want to tell you what I 
want for Christmas. And can you 
bring something for my mommy 
too?”

“Well, I’d love to hear what you’d 
like for Christmas. And of course, I 
will try to bring something nice for 
your mom. Would it be all right if I 
talk to her now?”

Shoup heard the kid pass the 
phone to her mother. She explained 
that her child dialed a number 
listed in a Sears Roebuck ad in a 
Colorado Springs newspaper, so the 
legend goes. It featured a picture of 
old Saint Nick and an invitation 
to call him on his private phone at 
any time. But the phone number 
was apparently one digit off, and 
suddenly, Colonel Shoup, a stern, 
no-nonsense Air Force officer, found 
himself playing the jolly fellow.

The Santa Colonel, as he became 
known as over the decades, ordered 
his staff to answer the phone for 
any child wanting to know the loca-
tion of Santa as he delivered toys 
around the world. And through 
that act of kindness, a Cold War 
scare, and a youngster hoping to 
tap into a little Christmas magic, 
a decades-long tradition was born.

Reading this recollection of how 
that phone call played out over the 
years can get me pretty emotional 
because as a baby boomer of the 
early 1950s I know how important 
it was for our parents to keep the 
spirit of Christmas alive for their 
children and pass off those same 
magical moments in kids’ dreams 
for future generations.

Growing up in a world under 
the threat of nuclear annihilation, 
we held on to these beliefs and, for 
many of us, we believed that maybe 

Santa had a peaceful resolution in 
his bag all along and we only had 
to believe.

Does Santa really exist? All I 
can say is that for my entire life 
he shows up in December and has 
never let me down. Some will say 
Santa is not a physical being and 
it’s hard to not see his presence in 
our lives this time of the year as we 
travel around and watch the many 
entertainment outlets. But really, 
the Santa Claus I know is that jolly 
old spirit who pulls at our hearts 
and wants us to bring good into 
the world and keep our children’s 
Christmas spirts alive and well.

Many times, we who served in 
the military far from home un-
derstand how the appearance of a 
gray-haired old man in a makeshift 
red costume made us smile and 
think of our family around the 
Christmas tree and even shedding 
a couple tears of joy. Does Santa 
Claus exist?

I guess that question comes 
down to how you look at the world 
— this old airman hopes that 
whatever you do or don’t believe 
in that you still find the peace and 
happiness you search for. And for 
those like me who do believe in 
that spirit, may you always find the 
peace that comes with good friends, 
family and neighbors during the 
times of Christmas.

Oh, and by the way, let’s give a 
shout out to all those volunteers 
who man those phones on Christ-
mas Eve.

You may wonder about ser-

vice members and 
volunteers behind 
the tradition. You 
know, who are these 
people and where do 
they come from?

It is service mem-
bers from NORAD, 
who are very famil-
iar with the tradi-
tion and volunteered their time on 
Christmas Eve. But also, it’s made 
up of volunteers around Colorado 
Springs, who you know, work in 
the military, who are veterans, as 
well as some civic leaders and just 
people who are connected to the 
military community in some way 
... spouses, kids ... who volunteer 
to answer these phone calls. 

The one takeaway to volunteer-
ing is the excitement. Everybody 
has this desire to give back, to 
play a part in this long tradition 
that’s gone on for decades. There is 
eagerness to deliver some Christ-
mas magic and cheer to folks. The 
volunteers described the reasons 
why people volunteer their time to 
go work in the call center.

People are waiting for months to 
sign up. And they’re just so excited 
to be a part of the NORAD Tracks 
Santa program. So, it’s a lot of fun. 
Volunteerism has a little bit of 
selfishness to it, if you will, because 
it makes you feel good doing some-
thing for other people. And I think 
the NORAD Tracks Santa for us 
— and for a lot of members — it’s 
the same thing, it makes us feel so 
good that we’re able to give back to 

our communities in this way. And 
so, it’s something we gladly do. And 
we’re happy to parallel with exist-
ing missions.

By the way, don’t forget to have 
your kids become part of the 
magic this year by going online or 
calling. It takes a village of 1,500 
volunteers to field emails and 
the 140,000 or so telephone calls 
to 1-877-HI-NORAD (1-877-446-
6723). They staff phone banks 
equipped with monitors inside a 
building at Peterson Space Force 
Base, Colo., which offers a view 
of snow-capped Pikes Peak to the 
west.

Merry Christmas from this old 
believer Bob, and may we never 
let the spirit of old Saint Nick 
fade from our children’s lives as 
we see the smiles and happiness 
in the faces of our children who 
also believe!

Until next time, Bob out — 
Happy New Year!

Editor’s note: The official NORAD 
Tracks Santa website goes live on 
Dec. 1, with live satellite tracking on 
Dec 24 and can be reached at www.
noradsanta.org.
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Veronica Lake is helped out of a 
plane by Army Air Corp airmen. 
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to War Eagle Field to entertain 
troops during World War II.

by Bob Alvis
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It’s been some time since I 
brought up the grand old lady 
War Eagle Field, out on Avenue 
I and 60th West, but the other 
night I was reading an old World 
War II issue of BULAERO, the 
base newspaper that covered all 
the Cal Aero fields in Southern 
California, including our very own 
Polaris Flight Academy at War 
Eagle Field.

The stories shared were the 
up-and-coming entertainment of 
USO shows making their way to 
the airfields, and on that list was 
War Eagle. Being in proximity to 
Hollywood and the entertainment 
industry, there were many famous 
people who could take time to 
perform at local venues and still 
make first call in Hollywood on 
workdays.

My love for the old field out on 
that corner is well documented 
and two of my favorite old haunts 
there are Hangars One and Two 
which during the life of the field, 
were beehives of activity 24-hours-
a-day. Aircraft upkeep was con-
stant for the hundreds of cadets 
who needed aircraft to train in 
every day, and the constant sound 
of engines and air tools gave a 
concert that the everyday ground 
personnel took for granted. But 
there were times when those 
sounds were replaced with others 

just as important to the war effort 
for keeping up morale in such try-
ing times.

The Antelope Valley has seen 
many famous people come here 
and entertain over the years but 
during those years of World War 
II those old hangars at War Eagle 
were the stage for more celebrities 
than our valley has seen since 
World War II.

On many special occasions the 
hangars were emptied of aircraft 
and filled with portable stages. 
Sound systems filled the facility 
as hundreds of airmen crowded in 
to hear the very best of Hollywood 
and the music industry, along with 
stand-up comedians who today we 
consider legendary.

Young airmen and old alike who 
kept the field buzzing could escape 
the world and its problems for a 
while at these shows, and ease 
the pain of separation from their 
families, and fear of the unknown. 

On those special days and nights, 
one could listen and laugh while 
drifting away to the sounds of a 
Hollywood starlet singing like 
her song was personally to every 
soldier in attendance.

Bob Hope, Joe E Brown, Mickey 
Rooney, Clark Gable, John Wayne, 
Jack Benny, and Bing Crosby were 
always big draws, but it was those 
shapely girls with soft voices, tal-
ented troupes like the Andrew Sis-
ters, and a mixture of Big Bands 
that prompted thoughts of home, 
good times, friends, and family.

Starlets like Veronica Lake, 
Carole Landis, Betty Grable, Rita 
Hayworth, Jane Russell, Ginger 
Rogers, and Lauren Bacall all 
made appearances out at that 
old hangar that is now filled with 
dust-covered storage from years 
of non-use.

We also must not overlook en-
tertainers who were not famous 
but had skills, like the amateurs 

who would fill the bill in between 
the big names with dancing and 
unique talents. For many of these 
entertainers the USO shows were 
their start in the entertainment 
industry.

One of those starlets who en-
tertained at our old field in those 
hangars was Lancaster’s own 
Judy Garland. One day when I 
was being given a tour, the silence 
that is that old hangars’ daily 
routine gave way to my imagina-
tion as that space was filled with 
the sounds of a very young Judy 
singing her signature song “Some-

where over the Rainbow” to many 
of those cadets with mist in their 
eyes hearing it in a setting that 
we can only imagine. I wonder 
how many of those young pilots 
went off to war, never to return, 
with that song in their hearts, and 
memories of that special night.

The Antelope Valley has many 
places that over the years be-
came the stage for performances 
of famous people and acts. Who 
would have ever thought that two 
old hangars wasting away at a 
forgotten location would become 
our Hollywood Bowl? For a brief 
time, the top celebrities who set 
the standards for American enter-
tainment entertained what would 
become our Greatest Generation.

I sure hope when the powers-
that-be decide those old hangars 
must come to an end that Judy’s 
words are not forgotten:

Someday I’ll wish upon a star, 
and wake up where the clouds are 
far behind me

Where troubles melt like lemon 
drops, away above the chimney tops

That’s where you’ll find me.
I sure hope those two old han-

gars and the thousands of cadets 
found that magical place, if only 
for a brief time, when Hollywood 
came to Lancaster and wrote their 
history in the hearts of those far 
from home, in buildings training 
them for war in far-off lands.

Until next time, peace my 
friends, and Bob out …

LEFT: The writer, Bob 
Alvis, with copies of 
the BULAERO, the 
base newspaper that 
covered all the Cal 
Aero fields in South-
ern California includ-
ing our very own Po-
laris Flight Academy 
at War Eagle Field 
during World War II.
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My dad and the flight test crew at Edwards with the Skyknight.

The Skynight in flight at South Base Ed-
wards Air Force Base, Calif.

by Bob Alvis
special to Aerotech News

Many aircraft over the years made their 
way out to Muroc/Edwards AFB for flight 
testing, and the Douglas Aircraft Company 
was a constant presence out at the lake as 
their inventory of aircraft and test flight 
programs grew over the years.

One such aircraft that today is pretty 
much in the shadows was the F3D Skyk-
night. 

The Skyknight was not intended to be a 
typical sleek and nimble dogfighter, but as 
a standoff night fighter, packing a powerful 
radar system and a second crew member. It 
originated in 1945 with a U.S. Navy require-
ment for a jet-powered, radar-equipped, 
carrier-based night fighter.

Pictures of my dad at the base from back 
then show one of the prototypes behind the 
flight-test crew and pilots, back when the 
trips to the base from Clover Field, Long 
Beach and El Segundo required temporary 
housing and long trips back and forth on the 
old two-lane road out to the base.

The first flight of the XF3D-1 was on 
March 23, 1948, at the Douglas El Segundo, 

Calif., facility with test pilot Russell Thaw 
at the controls. Further flight testing fol-
lowed at El Segundo until October 1948. 

Three prototypes were then taken to Mu-
roc Air Force Base for service trials. These 
units were powered by two Westinghouse 
J34-WE-24 turbojets of 3,000 lbf thrust, 
mounted under the roots of then-standard 
straight wings of the early jet era. A pro-
duction contract for 28 F3D-1 J34-WE-32 
powered production aircraft was issued in 

June 1948 with the first production aircraft 
flying on Feb. 13, 1950.

The F3D-1 had a very successful test pro-
gram and with another war brewing over in 
Korea, the design started to get some real 

hard looks from the Navy and Marines. 
The changing landscape of aerial warfare 
was taking a new direction and a jet night-
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A very tough old bird showing a lot of wear on its airframe.

Courtesy photographs
A glamour artist’s rendition of 
the proven night fighter from 
the Korean war.

fighter was needed to offset the 
development of next-generation 
jet fighters from foreign nations. 

At the time, the Skyknight and 
those developing it probably didn’t 
realize their creation would play a 
part in over two decades of Ameri-
can combat involvement.

The Douglas F3D Skyknight 
entered its first combat service 
during the Korean War, where 
it served extensively. The air-
craft was mostly pitted against 
the propeller-driven fighters as 
well as normal jet-power fight-
ers of the era. When it was not 
used for nighttime patrols or 
striking missions, it was used 
as an escort for the Boeing B-29 
Superfortress.

For the standard armament 
configuration, the Douglas F3D 
Skyknight was fitted with four 
of the 20 mm Hispano-Suiza M2 
Cannons that were fitted in its 
lower fuselage’s forward section.

The world’s very first jet-pow-
ered nighttime fighter kill was 
recorded on Nov. 3, 1952, by a 
U.S. Marine Corps Douglas F3D 
Skyknight. The aircraft went on 
to destroy four of the Soviet-built 
MiG-15 Fagot jet fighters.

Douglas produced 268 Skyk-
nights, including several conver-
sions to special-duty variants. 

One Marine Corps night fighter 
squadron went on to rack up the 
best nightfighter record of the 
Korean conflict.

After 1953, Skyknights were 
converted as trainers for radar 
intercept officers and for use as 
electronic reconnaissance and 
countermeasure aircraft during 
the Cuban Missile Crisis and the 
Vietnam War. The Skyknight was 
the only Navy/Marine fighter to 
fly combat missions in both Korea 
and Vietnam, and the last was 
retired in 1978.

Being a Navy Marine aircraft 
for its operational life towards 
the end of its career, I bet it never 
thought it would end up flying the 
colors of another branch of the 
military, but it did.  

In 1968, three Skyknights were 
transferred to the U.S. Army. 
These aircraft were operated 
by the Raytheon Corporation at 
Holloman AFB, N.M., where they 
were used for testing at the White 
Sands Missile Range into the 
1980s; they were the last flyable 
Skyknights.

Looking back at the old bird, 
the sleek lines of evolving aircraft 
after World War II made this de-
sign gain the nickname Willie the 
Whale. But its design proved to 
be the correct one as it met all the 
requirements the Navy was look-
ing for in one package. It would 

never win a beauty pageant, but it 
sure won a lot of air-to-air victories 
and had an outstanding record of 
bringing its crews home safe.

The Edwards Flight Test Mu-
seum has tucked away one of the 
few survivors of the Skyknight 
program to someday become part 
of their new museum complex. 
Willie the Whale didn’t have sexy 
lines like many of those futuristic 
looking craft at the base. But 
this old survivor that never re-
ally got much press, became one 
of the most successful aircraft 
designs ever to fly in defense of 
our country.

The production of the Douglas 

F3D Skyknight started back in 
1949, and the day it retired there 
were only a total of 265 of these 
manufactured in all their variant 
forms. The reason for developing 
the Douglas Skyknight in such 
low numbers was that it was not 
exported outside of the United 
States, and truly became an 
American-only champion of the 
sky and another part of our local 
history at Edwards that flew in 
our skies as it stretched its wings.

Until next time, Bob out ...
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typical sleek and nimble dogfighter, but as 
a standoff night fighter, packing a powerful 
radar system and a second crew member. It 
originated in 1945 with a U.S. Navy require-
ment for a jet-powered, radar-equipped, 
carrier-based night fighter.

Pictures of my dad at the base from back 
then show one of the prototypes behind the 
flight-test crew and pilots, back when the 
trips to the base from Clover Field, Long 
Beach and El Segundo required temporary 
housing and long trips back and forth on the 
old two-lane road out to the base.

The first flight of the XF3D-1 was on 
March 23, 1948, at the Douglas El Segundo, 

Calif., facility with test pilot Russell Thaw 
at the controls. Further flight testing fol-
lowed at El Segundo until October 1948. 

Three prototypes were then taken to Mu-
roc Air Force Base for service trials. These 
units were powered by two Westinghouse 
J34-WE-24 turbojets of 3,000 lbf thrust, 
mounted under the roots of then-standard 
straight wings of the early jet era. A pro-
duction contract for 28 F3D-1 J34-WE-32 
powered production aircraft was issued in 

June 1948 with the first production aircraft 
flying on Feb. 13, 1950.

The F3D-1 had a very successful test pro-
gram and with another war brewing over in 
Korea, the design started to get some real 

hard looks from the Navy and Marines. 
The changing landscape of aerial warfare 
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development of next-generation 
jet fighters from foreign nations. 

At the time, the Skyknight and 
those developing it probably didn’t 
realize their creation would play a 
part in over two decades of Ameri-
can combat involvement.

The Douglas F3D Skyknight 
entered its first combat service 
during the Korean War, where 
it served extensively. The air-
craft was mostly pitted against 
the propeller-driven fighters as 
well as normal jet-power fight-
ers of the era. When it was not 
used for nighttime patrols or 
striking missions, it was used 
as an escort for the Boeing B-29 
Superfortress.

For the standard armament 
configuration, the Douglas F3D 
Skyknight was fitted with four 
of the 20 mm Hispano-Suiza M2 
Cannons that were fitted in its 
lower fuselage’s forward section.

The world’s very first jet-pow-
ered nighttime fighter kill was 
recorded on Nov. 3, 1952, by a 
U.S. Marine Corps Douglas F3D 
Skyknight. The aircraft went on 
to destroy four of the Soviet-built 
MiG-15 Fagot jet fighters.

Douglas produced 268 Skyk-
nights, including several conver-
sions to special-duty variants. 

One Marine Corps night fighter 
squadron went on to rack up the 
best nightfighter record of the 
Korean conflict.

After 1953, Skyknights were 
converted as trainers for radar 
intercept officers and for use as 
electronic reconnaissance and 
countermeasure aircraft during 
the Cuban Missile Crisis and the 
Vietnam War. The Skyknight was 
the only Navy/Marine fighter to 
fly combat missions in both Korea 
and Vietnam, and the last was 
retired in 1978.

Being a Navy Marine aircraft 
for its operational life towards 
the end of its career, I bet it never 
thought it would end up flying the 
colors of another branch of the 
military, but it did.  

In 1968, three Skyknights were 
transferred to the U.S. Army. 
These aircraft were operated 
by the Raytheon Corporation at 
Holloman AFB, N.M., where they 
were used for testing at the White 
Sands Missile Range into the 
1980s; they were the last flyable 
Skyknights.

Looking back at the old bird, 
the sleek lines of evolving aircraft 
after World War II made this de-
sign gain the nickname Willie the 
Whale. But its design proved to 
be the correct one as it met all the 
requirements the Navy was look-
ing for in one package. It would 

never win a beauty pageant, but it 
sure won a lot of air-to-air victories 
and had an outstanding record of 
bringing its crews home safe.

The Edwards Flight Test Mu-
seum has tucked away one of the 
few survivors of the Skyknight 
program to someday become part 
of their new museum complex. 
Willie the Whale didn’t have sexy 
lines like many of those futuristic 
looking craft at the base. But 
this old survivor that never re-
ally got much press, became one 
of the most successful aircraft 
designs ever to fly in defense of 
our country.

The production of the Douglas 

F3D Skyknight started back in 
1949, and the day it retired there 
were only a total of 265 of these 
manufactured in all their variant 
forms. The reason for developing 
the Douglas Skyknight in such 
low numbers was that it was not 
exported outside of the United 
States, and truly became an 
American-only champion of the 
sky and another part of our local 
history at Edwards that flew in 
our skies as it stretched its wings.
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The day Baby Ruth candy bars rained down from heaven

Courtesy photo
Doug Davies with his very first Baby Ruth Bomber, an old surplus World War I Jenny . Not long after he purchased three WACO 
biplanes to create his Flying Circus.  

Courtesy photos
Planes from the Baby Ruth Flying Circus

by Bob Alvis
special to Aerotech News

When World War I came to an end, one 
thing the GI’s from America brought back 
from the battlefields of Europe was the 
love of chocolate.

Before the war chocolate was not as 
popular as many would think, but sev-
eral aspects came together to make the 
early 1920s the launching platform for 
the candy industry to literally “take off ” 
in America.

One of the major players early on was 
the Curtiss Candy Company in Chicago, 
Ill., which was looking to overtake Her-
shey’s stranglehold on the candy bar mar-
ket. As always, it comes down to promotion 
and how to get national attention for 
launching a new candy bar set to become 
the number one candy bar in the country.

Combining the name of a famous base-
ball player and the love of America’s new 
passion of flying, a nationwide promotion 
was hatched that would definitely get 
the new candy much-needed front page 
coverage that would have people buzzing 
from coast to coast.

One of the early air show daredevil out-
fits, the Doug Davis Flying Circus, merged 
and formed the Baby Ruth Flying Circus 
in 1924, sponsored by Otto Schnering. 
Schnering was the founder of the Curtiss 
Candy Company, which manufactured the 
Baby Ruth candy bar. Davis had previ-
ously worked for Schnering, and between 
the two of them the idea of bombing big 
cities with Baby Ruth candy bars from 
three WACO bi-planes was born.

Manufacturers of the candy bar Cur-
tiss/Baby Ruth announced their specially 
decorated biplane would fling out hun-
dreds of candy bars and chewing gum to 
groups of kids in cities from Riverside, 
Calif., to Pasadena, Calif., and beyond.

One writer called it the Baby Ruth Fly-

ing Circus, a massive publicity stunt over 
six years that promoted Curtiss Candy 
Co. products. Touring cities all over the 
country, Curtiss would announce the time 
and day for its scheduled candy drop and 

encourage kids to gather in open areas, 
each hopeful of collecting their own 
“manna from heaven.”

Kicking off in Chicago, Doug Davis 
started dropping the candy bars, at-

tached to paper parachutes, from his 
airplanes. In 1923, he created a national 
uproar by flying low between buildings 
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in the business district of Pittsburgh 
distributing candy. On the Fourth of 
July weekend in 1926, he did the same 
promotion over Coney Island. In Miami 
in 1927, a candy distributor got Davis 
to let his 12-year-old son, Paul Tibbets, 
drop the candy bars from Davis’s Waco 
9 to the crowd at the Hialeah Park Race 
Track. It made a big impression on the 
boy; he later said, “From that day on, I 
knew I had to fly.” Tibbets would go on 
to pilot the Boeing B-29 Superfortress 
that dropped the first atomic bomb on 
Hiroshima, Japan, in World War II.

The amount of candy that dropped from 
the skies may never be known, but one 
thing that will never be disputed is that 
the good old Baby Ruth candy bar along 
with the Flying Circus promotion forever 
tied the two together as one of the greatest 
aviation advertising programs in history. 
As the promotion began to wind down, one 
of the very last drops came to us here in 
Southern California, and from some folks’ 
reflection who were there, we can get feel 
of what it was like to be there as a kid.

During the end of February and much 
of March 1929, the Curtiss candy plane 
dropped its products to kids from the In-
land Empire to Whittier, Pasadena, San 
Pedro, Ventura and Escondido.

“Pomona Will Witness the Greatest 
Candy and Gum Party Ever Held in the 
State!” said a Curtiss advertisement in 
the Pomona Progress-Bulletin on Feb. 
25. Of course, that exaggerated wording 

was also in newspaper ads in other cities.
“There were kids everywhere in a big 

open field — we had big fields everywhere 
then,” one young man said, sharing his 
story about how he and his brother 
walked the four miles from Norco to Co-
rona for the Feb. 28 candy drop.

The kids impatiently searched for the 
first signs of the biplane flown by World 
War I aviator Dallas M. Speer that left 
the Norconian Air Field for the Corona 
“bombing run.”

“Finally, we heard it first, then it 
circled and then came in low and para-
chutes started falling. I don’t think they 
worked too well, but it was a lot of fun 
scrambling to get the candy!”

In the man’s memories, he also shared 

that the candy drop was augmented by 
the arrival of a Curtiss truck that pro-
vided even more of the goodies. “We just 
stuffed our pockets because they were 
free. I don’t think any of them made it 
home: I mean that was a long walk and 
kids get hungry.”

In Riverside three days later, kids were 
promised candy would be dropped as 
well as free tickets to a matinee at the 
Riverside Theater. But sometimes a little 
patience was needed.

One young girl on Grand Avenue called 
the Riverside Daily Press to complain the 
plane never came to her neighborhood 
on March 2. “She was further about to 
declare herself when she cut-off shouting, 
‘Here he comes, here he comes.’ After the 

receiver slammed to the ground, it was 
followed by the sound of tiny feet rush-
ing off to the distance,’ according to an 
article of that day.

The California candy drops were ap-
parently the last for the Baby Ruth Fly-
ing Circus, the program likely doomed 
that year by the arrival of the Great 
Depression.

Today we can read these stories and 
shake our heads as we can’t even imag-
ine anything like this happening in our 
lifetime, or what it would have been 
like chasing Baby Ruth Candy Bars 
parachuting from the skies but oh man, 
does that sure sound like a fun thing to 
do as a kid, and at my age I’m not em-
barrassed to say I would probably be out 
there with them chasing a sweet treat 
as a BIG kid LOL!

To finish up this story I just want to 
share that tonight as I went into the 
local convenience store to purchase a 
couple of those classic old favorite Baby 
Ruth Bars that I realized I was becom-
ing the part of a candy bar that has been 
around for over one hundred years and 
that had its start with the first major 
aviation promotion in history. I have 
always liked those Baby Ruths and now 
that I know the rest of the story, they 
will be just a little bit sweeter!

Funny of all the articles I have written 
over the year this is the only one I can 
eat when I’m done! With that being said, 
it’s Bob out for now, and let me peel back 
that wrapper!

Baby Ruth the airman’s candy bar!
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Ill., which was looking to overtake Her-
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launching a new candy bar set to become 
the number one candy bar in the country.
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was hatched that would definitely get 
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tiss/Baby Ruth announced their specially 
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promotion over Coney Island. In Miami 
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drop the candy bars from Davis’s Waco 
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thing that will never be disputed is that 
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Many years ago, there was a movie called 
“Fate Is the Hunter” and it followed the di-
sastrous flight of an aircraft that had several 
issues that added up to the plane’s eventual 
demise. When all was said and done, it was 
a series of unforeseen mishaps that the pilot 
had no control over, that took down the plane 
and cost many lives.

Lockheed test pilot Henry C .Bosserman 
woke up on the morning of Feb. 6, 1958, at his 
house in Littlerock and got ready for another 
day of flight test at Lockheed at Palmdale’s 
Plant 42 facility where he was doing ac-
ceptance checks of the new Lockheed F-104 
Starfighter. As the morning would playout, 
fate would indeed be the hunter as most all 
test pilots know that no matter how many 
times you fly a plane, there is no such thing 
as a routine flight in a new cutting age fighter 
plane with a radical new design coming off 
the production line.

Bosserman rose to the rank of major and 
had a stellar career flying combat during 
World War II in Europe, and then as a pilot 
in the air defense command in the United 
States at the beginning of the Cold War. He 
had hours of flight experience and it car-
ried over to his post military career when 
he became a test pilot for Lockheed. But as 
fate would have it, little did he know what 
was waiting off the west end of the runway 
at Plant 42 when he lit the afterburner and 
started his roll towards his test hop that 
morning. What should have been just anoth-
er check out of a new jet became much more.

It was eight o’clock as the school kids 
gathered at the local bus stop over on M-8 
and 27th street West and were expecting just 
another school day as did all those that lived 
in the area, but as the minutes past they 
were getting closer to a moment that they 
will carry with them for the rest of their lives.

Bosserman, at full afterburner, made the 
crossing of what we now call BJ’s corner at 
Sierra Highway and Avenue N and began 
his climb to altitude when the gremlins that 
can follow a pilot in a new plane showed up 
and had the seasoned pilot suddenly facing 
warning lights and alarms in his cockpit as 
his sleek fighter, with a loud bang, suffered a 
flame out and gave the pilot just seconds to 
evaluate his craft and make hard decisions.

Witnesses gave many different accounts 
of what they saw or heard when the roar 
of the engine suddenly with a loud bang 
and a ball of fire had them thinking that 
the plane had blown up, but with all the 
speed and the intact airframe came out of 
the smoke it was still a hurtling jet clawing 
at the sky to still fly.

Back at the bus stop, those kids, and the 
small community back then that were in 
what we now call “white fence farms” which 
was a rural setting of ranches and farms, 
well spread out where the silence of the 
morning about to erupt into a calamity that 
today we would have a hard time imagining.

As Bosserman crossed over 10th Street 
West, the open field below him and the last 
second of flight had him pull the levers and 
eject from the stricken aircraft. Near what 
would be about 16th West and Avenue N-4 

which is just desert today, the newspapers 
reported that he was seen hitting the 
ground at a high rate of speed. His para-
chute didn’t have time to deploy, killing him 
when he hit the desert. Fate had caught up 
with him with conditions that had proven 
too difficult and too swift to overcome.

The kids waiting for the bus stopped 
doing what kids do, as suddenly the daily 
routine of going to school became second-
ary. An unknown came hurtling out of the 
sky and fate  would intervene again. The 
out-of-control jet aircraft, minus its pilot, 
managed to punch a hole in the ground and 
miraculously not injure one person. Several 
people described hearing materials hit their 
houses and one woman managed to witness 
the last moment of the plane out of her liv-
ing room window.

Over at the bus stop, traumatized kids 
had no idea what had just happened in front 
of them. The event happened so fast that 
few realized it was an airplane that had just 
barely missed them. As people ran outside 
and parents rushed to the site and bus stop, 
it became apparent with hugs and shouts 
of “Oh my god you’re safe,” the idea of what 
could have happened if fate had waivered a 
bit one way or another had become an event 
that would be shared with future family 
members and friends when the story of the 
day a plane fell from the sky and how by 
some miracle nobody was killed.

For Henry Bosserman, his wife and 
young son would suffer when what was 
just another February day would become 
a day they would carry in their hearts for 
the rest of their lives. Many times as a 
combat pilot over Europe in World War II, 
Bosserman tempted fate flying dangerous 
missions that at any moment  could have 
ended in catastrophe. Fate would postpone 
that till one day on an early morning in 
peaceful Palmdale, Calif., the hunter found 
its way into the cockpit of that brand-new 
Starfighter, rolled the dice that came up 
snake eyes, and stunned a community and 
all those who worked with him and called 
him husband , father and friend.

May we never forget that those we have 
lost, understand better than anyone that 
the hunter is and always will be looking 
over our shoulders in every aspect of our 
lives.

Until next time, Bob out …

LEFT: The crash of the F-104 that killed 
Henry Bosserman was reported in news-
papers across the country.
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Air Force photograph
Three F-105G’s from the 35th Tactical Fighter Wing at George Air Force Base, Calif.

Air Force photograph
F-105G Thunderchief Tail Number 416 in the skies over Vietnam.

Photograph by Bob Alvis
 The journey of the F-105G Thunderchief, tail number 416. 

by Bob Alvis
special to Aerotech News

Many years ago, when I was just a 
wet-behind-the-ears Airman stationed at 
George Air Force Base in Southern Cali-
fornia, little did I know that my everyday 
chores in the 35thCivil Engineering Squad-
ron and my relationship to the flight line 
and its operations would have me support-
ing the mission being carried out by some 
very long-in-the-tooth Republic Aircraft 
F-105Gs.

Like all things in the military, it was 
easy to take such aircraft for granted as 
they were a constant in the background of 
my military years.

The Thunderchief was properly named as 
anybody familiar with one knew. When go-
ing full afterburner, the pounding on your 
chest let it be known that something very 
serious was rolling down the runway. Many 
times, when I was out at the GCA or RSU 
sites I would get the full effect of the roll out 
and always take a few moments to enjoy the 
ultimate Roman candle, especially when 
night missions were being flown.

Being part of facility maintenance at 
Cuddeback Gunnery Range northeast of 
Edwards, I also had the joy of watching the 
“Thuds” skim the desert and cut loose with 
those guns — hitting the afterburner for a 
quick exit as they trained for war

Over time, as we lived out the late 1970s, 
many of us knew that those Thud crews 
who flew the Wild Weasel missions were 
all hard-core Vietnam veterans who flew 
those old airframes many times in hostile 
skies over Vietnam. 

Each plane, to many of us, was like a 
national treasure. Even those tasked with 
keeping them airworthy, who had a love-
hate relationship with them, kept them 
flying as they filled a mission requirement 
slowly being passed over to another old 
guardian — the F-4 Phantom.

The stories of bravery and dedication to 

missions involving those old G-model Wild 
Weasels has many of us today thinking 
back to the unique swagger of the crew 
members we interacted with at George. 
They were just hold-over old-school cow-
boys we loved to be around when they 
would tell their stories. Many of these guys 
were not looking to impress; they were just 
happy to share some stories of times over 
the targets, and clinched butt cheeks when 
things got a little intense.

This month a date came and went — 
marking the beginning of the Vietnam 
War. Many folks have different opinions as 
to the mission that dealt to the American 
military. For many of us, we just looked at 
the men and women influenced by that war 

and are thankful for 
having known such 
heroes who were 
more spit than pol-
ish and knew how 
to push the limits of 
a handlebar mus-
tache.

Over in Palmdale, 
at the Joe Davies 
Airpark, sits a re-
minder of my days 
at George and also 
the conflicts that 
took  p lace  over 
the skies of Viet-
nam. Tail #416 is 
an airframe that I 
have seen pictures 
of, loaded for bear 
heading to North 
Vietnam. I also re-
member that old 
bird rolling down 
the  runways  at 
George, keeping the 

Wild Weasel mission alive as new aircraft 
would slowly disperse the Thuds to storage 
facilities and museums. The passing of that 
torch silenced that mighty afterburner for 
the last time.

As the generation of men who flew and 
crewed these old warbirds starts to find 

their way into the sunset, many of us who 
spent our time in their world are starting 
to experience a sadness in our hearts. We 
really cherished these guys and their old 
steeds, what they represented to us, and 
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Photograph by Bob Alvis
The F-105G Thunderchief, tail number 416, at the Joe Davis Airpark in Palmdale, Calif.

Photograph courtesy of Bob Alvis

how they helped us to be what we wanted 
to be.

Someday, if you’re ever driving past Joe 
Davies Airpark in Palmdale, look over to 
old number 416 and see an old guy walk-
ing around it with his hand touching that 
history making airframe, you need not call 
security. That guy is just one of many Air 
Force veterans performing a ritual where 
those from the past do our very best to pass 
the history and affection for our generation 

and our planes to future generations, and 
hope they also understand the feelings 
many of us have for these old warbirds and 
crews from the past.

It’s sad to think I will never hear some-
thing that I once took for granted, live 
again. But multi-generations of Airmen 
have experienced that same feeling since 
the beginning of flight, and it sure won’t 
end when current front-line fighters and 
bombers find their way to boneyards and 
museums.

Until next time, blue skies and Bob out …

LEFT: The author with the old F-105G Thud that was a part of the background to his 
Air Force journey in the 1970s.



December 16, 2024
www.aerotechnews.com

Facebook.com/AerotechNewsandReview

10 Aerotech News

Remembering an Air Force warbird: The F-105G Thunderchief
High Desert Hangar Stories

Air Force photograph
Three F-105G’s from the 35th Tactical Fighter Wing at George Air Force Base, Calif.

Air Force photograph
F-105G Thunderchief Tail Number 416 in the skies over Vietnam.

Photograph by Bob Alvis
 The journey of the F-105G Thunderchief, tail number 416. 

by Bob Alvis
special to Aerotech News

Many years ago, when I was just a 
wet-behind-the-ears Airman stationed at 
George Air Force Base in Southern Cali-
fornia, little did I know that my everyday 
chores in the 35thCivil Engineering Squad-
ron and my relationship to the flight line 
and its operations would have me support-
ing the mission being carried out by some 
very long-in-the-tooth Republic Aircraft 
F-105Gs.

Like all things in the military, it was 
easy to take such aircraft for granted as 
they were a constant in the background of 
my military years.

The Thunderchief was properly named as 
anybody familiar with one knew. When go-
ing full afterburner, the pounding on your 
chest let it be known that something very 
serious was rolling down the runway. Many 
times, when I was out at the GCA or RSU 
sites I would get the full effect of the roll out 
and always take a few moments to enjoy the 
ultimate Roman candle, especially when 
night missions were being flown.

Being part of facility maintenance at 
Cuddeback Gunnery Range northeast of 
Edwards, I also had the joy of watching the 
“Thuds” skim the desert and cut loose with 
those guns — hitting the afterburner for a 
quick exit as they trained for war

Over time, as we lived out the late 1970s, 
many of us knew that those Thud crews 
who flew the Wild Weasel missions were 
all hard-core Vietnam veterans who flew 
those old airframes many times in hostile 
skies over Vietnam. 

Each plane, to many of us, was like a 
national treasure. Even those tasked with 
keeping them airworthy, who had a love-
hate relationship with them, kept them 
flying as they filled a mission requirement 
slowly being passed over to another old 
guardian — the F-4 Phantom.

The stories of bravery and dedication to 

missions involving those old G-model Wild 
Weasels has many of us today thinking 
back to the unique swagger of the crew 
members we interacted with at George. 
They were just hold-over old-school cow-
boys we loved to be around when they 
would tell their stories. Many of these guys 
were not looking to impress; they were just 
happy to share some stories of times over 
the targets, and clinched butt cheeks when 
things got a little intense.

This month a date came and went — 
marking the beginning of the Vietnam 
War. Many folks have different opinions as 
to the mission that dealt to the American 
military. For many of us, we just looked at 
the men and women influenced by that war 

and are thankful for 
having known such 
heroes who were 
more spit than pol-
ish and knew how 
to push the limits of 
a handlebar mus-
tache.

Over in Palmdale, 
at the Joe Davies 
Airpark, sits a re-
minder of my days 
at George and also 
the conflicts that 
took  p lace  over 
the skies of Viet-
nam. Tail #416 is 
an airframe that I 
have seen pictures 
of, loaded for bear 
heading to North 
Vietnam. I also re-
member that old 
bird rolling down 
the  runways  at 
George, keeping the 

Wild Weasel mission alive as new aircraft 
would slowly disperse the Thuds to storage 
facilities and museums. The passing of that 
torch silenced that mighty afterburner for 
the last time.

As the generation of men who flew and 
crewed these old warbirds starts to find 

their way into the sunset, many of us who 
spent our time in their world are starting 
to experience a sadness in our hearts. We 
really cherished these guys and their old 
steeds, what they represented to us, and 

	See THUNDERCHIEF, on Page 11

December 16, 2024
www.aerotechnews.com

Facebook.com/AerotechNewsandReview

11Aerotech News

THUNDERCHIEF, from Page 10 		

Photograph by Bob Alvis
The F-105G Thunderchief, tail number 416, at the Joe Davis Airpark in Palmdale, Calif.

Photograph courtesy of Bob Alvis

how they helped us to be what we wanted 
to be.

Someday, if you’re ever driving past Joe 
Davies Airpark in Palmdale, look over to 
old number 416 and see an old guy walk-
ing around it with his hand touching that 
history making airframe, you need not call 
security. That guy is just one of many Air 
Force veterans performing a ritual where 
those from the past do our very best to pass 
the history and affection for our generation 

and our planes to future generations, and 
hope they also understand the feelings 
many of us have for these old warbirds and 
crews from the past.

It’s sad to think I will never hear some-
thing that I once took for granted, live 
again. But multi-generations of Airmen 
have experienced that same feeling since 
the beginning of flight, and it sure won’t 
end when current front-line fighters and 
bombers find their way to boneyards and 
museums.

Until next time, blue skies and Bob out …

LEFT: The author with the old F-105G Thud that was a part of the background to his 
Air Force journey in the 1970s.

A Full Service Firm
DempSey, robertS & Smith, ltD.

Security clearance issues, personal injury,
probate, Family law, Wrongful Death and more

call to schedule an appointment
Dempsey, roberts & Smith, ltd.

Attorneys at law

1130 Wigwam Parkway • Henderson, Nevada 89074

www.drsltd.com

702-388-1216



December 16, 2024
www.aerotechnews.com

Facebook.com/AerotechNewsandReview

12 Aerotech News

Operation Marine and PFC John Anderson, home town hero
High Desert Hangar Stories

Courtesy photograph
Pfc. John Anderson.

Courtesy photograph 
 Mrs. Anderson the mother of John in front of Helens toys shop on 
Lancaster Boulevard .

Courtesy photograph
 The orphans of Southern Vietnam, photographs taken by Pfc. John Anderson.

by Bob Alvis
special to Aerotech News

When Veterans Day comes 
around, we start thinking about 
our families and friends who 
served and sacrificed in all of 
America’s wars and in peace 
time.

Always looking for stories of 
inspiration and a tug at the heart 
I believe many times God is look-
ing over my shoulder and guides 
me to the story I need to share. 
This story I’m about to share 
is definitely one of those that I 
came across in an old hometown 
publication from the 1960s.

The Vietnam War saw its 
share of soldiers from the Ante-
lope Valley serving over there 
and we have heard the count-
less stories of heroism, sacrifice 
and loss, and the heartbreak-
ing stories of those who would 
return home but never leave 
those battlefields behind in 
their memories. Many times, it’s 
the stories of war that make the 
heroes stand out but every once 
and awhile a story comes to light 
that has nothing to do with guns 
and bombs and gives us a path 
into the humanity of the human 
spirit in a time of war.

When Marine recruit John 
Anderson left Lancaster, Calif., 
to put his shoes on the painted 
feet at the induction center, 
little did he know his contribu-
tion to the war effort would not 
be so much about the enemy but 
about the people who ended up 
as collateral damage.

Never knowing John but read-
ing about him, I can tell he was 
raised with a moral compass 
that would guide him to doing 
the best he could for others 
that needed help in one way or 
another. Here in the Antelope 
Valley, living in his average 
middle-American home, John 
was always looking out for his 
younger brother and the kids 
in his neighborhood. When John 
arrived in South Vietnam in the 
war-torn city of Chu Lai the 
children who greeted him were 
anything but an enjoyable sight.

A lmost  immediate ly  the 
plight of all the orphans living 
in the streets came to rest on 
the shoulders of John. This was 
an activity which he requested 
and handled after completing 
the routine duties of a Marine 
in a combat zone.

It wasn’t long until John’s 
mom, Mrs. Anderson, received 
a letter from her son outlining 
the sad situation of these young-
sters and requesting that she 

urge the people of the Antelope 
Valley to contribute much need-
ed articles to these children, 
many of whom actually had no 
clothes at all.

John’s mother had recently 
joined the newly formed An-
telope Valley Marine Corps 
Auxiliary, so it was her own son 
who set the stage for the first big 
project of the auxiliary. Mrs. An-
derson contacted Marvin Brown, 
a state officer of the league who 
resided in Lancaster and soon 
“Operation Marine Anderson” 
was well on its way.

Barrels for depositing cloth-
ing were placed in locations 
across the Antelope Valley and 
local radio stations and news-
papers donated time and space 
to inform the public of the ac-
tivities and location for people 
to donate too. General interest 
was so great that in a very short 
while 500 pounds of clothing 
had been collected. The gar-
ments were sorted and packaged 
by the women of the auxiliary 
and then Brown took the boxes 
addressed to Pfc. John Anderson 
to the El Toro Marine Corps 
Air Wing where they were put 
on a plane and flown to South 
Vietnam.

As the program grew, money 
started to show up and Mrs. 
Anderson began to add simple 
things like chewing gum, baby 
food, stuffed toy animals and 
candy. But the real hit was the 
clothing and shoes that really 
made a difference in the quality 
of life for those Vietnamese kids.

As Mrs. Anderson was going 
about the program it gave her 
great pride by participating in 
the project “Operation Marine 
Anderson” knowing as she was 
sorting and packing boxes that 

halfway around the world her 
son would be unpacking them.

What one private first class 
in Lancaster had started would 
live on long past John’s service 
and when the time for his de-
ployment to end other Marines 
stepped up to carry on with 
Operation Marine Anderson. 
Over time the operation grew 
to include other counties all the 
way up to San Francisco. Amaz-
ingly it also grew to include 
requests for dog food to feed the 
many dogs left abandoned on 
the streets.

This Veterans Day  we always 
take the time to remember and 
honor, and many times people do 
not realize that remember and 
honor are not always reserved 
for those who carried weapons, 
but it’s also for those that also 
carried the heart and soul of a 
caring soldier like John, who in 
the middle of a war, saw chil-
dren suffering and called out 
to his home town to please help 
him bring some of his childhood 
here in America and do for these 
suffering children as we would 
for the children in our own 
hometown.

“Operation Marine Andreson:” 
just a small part of the spirit 
of the children of the Antelope 
Valley and all the citizens that 
stepped up and filled that void 
with love. 
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Operation Marine and PFC John Anderson, home town hero
High Desert Hangar Stories

Courtesy photograph
Pfc. John Anderson.

Courtesy photograph 
 Mrs. Anderson the mother of John in front of Helens toys shop on 
Lancaster Boulevard .

Courtesy photograph
 The orphans of Southern Vietnam, photographs taken by Pfc. John Anderson.

by Bob Alvis
special to Aerotech News
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ANY SIGNATURE OIL CHANGE
No other offer or discount applies

$30 OFF

ROSAMOND
3100 N. Sierra Hwy. 
661-256-6008
TEHACHAPI
550 Tucker Rd.

 661-822-5300

 PALMDALE
37140 25th St. East 
661-947-3002

2613 E Palmdale Blvd.
661-947-3002

A/C SERVICE • TIRES • BRAKES • SPARK PLUGS

QUARTZ HILL
42158 50th St. West • 661-943-4579

SSS30

“The Floor Improvement Store”

44830 Valley Central Way, Ste. 113
Lancaster Marketplace

942-1185
www.metrofloorsinc.com

Contractor’s License # 482566

Carpet • Hardwood • Laminate • Tile 
Waterproof Floors • Countertops • Showers

FREE ESTIMATES
Installation always available 

PARK TERRACE APARTMENTS
1 BEDROOM1 BEDROOM

fromfrom
with garageswith garages

$$1,550 1,550 

Good Credit & Rental References required

West Lancaster 661-948-1441

SUNWEST APARTMENTS
2 BED/2 BATH2 BED/2 BATH

fromfrom
$$1,400 1,400 

Good Credit & Rental References required
1127 E. Avenue J • Lancaster | 661-942-0182

www.pediatricdentalcareassociates.com  •  6365 Simmons St., Suite 100  •  North Las Vegas  •  Located at the SW corner of Aliante and Centennial Parkway

Specializing in dentistry for children of all ages, including those with special needs.

Most insurances accepted.

Dentistry For Children

702-853-7322

Special ServiceS 
• Nitrous Oxide 

• Sedation  
• Hospital Dentistry

Board Certified Pediatric Dentists
Dr. Jon P. Galea

Dr. Elizabeth J. McGee

Jeffrey W. Ziegler, D.O.

1600 W. Sunset Road, Suite C • Henderson, NV 89014

(702) 433-3355
www.nevadaosteopath.com

Medical and Manipulative Treatment  
for Musculoskeletal Pain and Injury

Experienced Tricare Provider

Board Certified in

NEUROMUSCULOSKELETAL MEDICINE AND 
OSTEOPATHIC MANIPULATIVE MEDICINE

Creative Real 
Estate Associates

RENTAL HOMES IN 
• North Las Vegas
• Las Vegas
• Henderson

Rents from $750
Contact us

702-450-5778
www.CreativeRE.com

10173 South Loop
California City

Ron Smith, Pastor
• Sunday School 10:00 am • Morning 11:00 am
• Sunday Evening 6:00 pm • Wednesday 7:00 pm

For transportation from Edwards AFB call

(760) 373-7314
Independent - Fundamental

Victory 
Baptist Church

www.victory-baptist.org

2 & 3 Bedroom Apartment Homes • 642-0140
• Only 6 miles from Gate • Pet Friendly
• Fireplaces  • Washer & Dryers
• Non-Smoking Units* • Reduced Rates for Military

Swimming Pool, Spa, Fitness Center, Club House, 
Covered Parking, Tot Lot, Vaulted Ceilings, 

Quiet Residential Neighborhoods

370 Casa Norte Dr, North Las Vegas, NV
CRAIG RANCH VILLAS

 When you want to experience 
a steak that delivers rich, juicy, 

exquisite flavor and unparalleled 
quality in every bite, you 
don’t want just any steak. 
You want Omaha Steaks.

8 free BURGERS (a $37 value)

Butcher’s Deluxe Package
4  Butcher’s Cut Top Sirloins (5 oz.)
4  Air-Chilled Boneless Chicken Breasts (4 oz.)
4  Boneless Pork Chops (5 oz.)
4  Individual Scalloped Potatoes (3.8 oz.)
4  Caramel Apple Tartlets (4 oz.)
1  Omaha Steaks Seasoning (3 oz.)
88  FREEFREE PureGround™ Filet Mignon Burgers (6 oz.)

77318BTY     separately $221.94
SPECIAL INTRODUCTORY PRICE     

$9999

Savings shown over aggregated single item base price. 8 free 6 oz. burgers will be sent to each shipping address that includes SKU 77318. 
Limit 2 on select items at these exclusive prices. While supplies last. Items may be substituted due to inventory limitations. Standard shipping

rates will be applied and are subject to change. Minimum purchase and other restrictions may apply. Some products may not be available
for sale in your area. Sales are subject to OmahaSteaks.com/terms-of-useOSI. Expires 12/31/24.  |  24M6729  |  Omaha Steaks, LLC

Order Now! OmahaSteaks.com/Deluxe9585  |  1.855.600.5095
Ask for your 8 FREE burgers with off er 77318BTY

WHEN YOU WANTWHEN YOU WANT
THE BEST
YOU WANT OMAHA STEAKS

THE BEST STEAKS 
OF YOUR LIFE OR 

YOUR MONEY BACK 

– MAKES A –
GREAT GIFT
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Frequent Updates — Breaking News 
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2024 was marked by significant advancements  
in the aerospace and defense industries, and Aerotech News  

provided comprehensive coverage of the latest developments.
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825 W Ave L12 
(661) 942-8825
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Sun-Mon Closed
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(661) 266-1200
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Safe • Clean • Well-Lit • Secure
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Alarms/Security
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NovaStorage.com
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GAME DAY EXPRESS
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Get to all the Las Vegas Raiders and 

Vegas Golden Knights games!
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to board the bus.
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SATURDAY NIGHTS
8:00PM - 11:00PM
NO COVER | LIMITED ENGAGEMENT

A NEW YEAR’S EVE CELEBRATION WITH 

RHYTHM NATION
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9:00pm

KARAOKE NIGHTS

FRIDAYS 
8:00pm - 11:00pm
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Tuesday, December 31 
9:00pm

Purchase Tickets at aliantegaming.com, cannerycasino.com or ticketmaster.com

NEW YEAR’S EVE SHOW

IN-A-FECT

All Paper Bingo!  
Thursday - Sunday
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