CHAPTER  9--WATCH, THIS  IS HOW YOU DO IT


Every flight with General Barcus was an unforgettable experience for me.  His takeoffs and landings were the epitome of pilot proficiency, weather conditions notwithstanding.  Not every pilot has a ‘natural touch,’ it comes from years of experience.  It was with this same finesse when he flew his Lockheed T-33.  I have no doubt that he flew his F-86 in Korea, and the many other types of aircraft throughout his early Air Force career, with the same high degree of proficiency.

One of my most unforgettable memories of being in the cockpit with the general took place mid-morning on January 20, 1956 on runway 08/26 at Thule Air Base, Greenland.  The 08/26 runway is relative to true North.  The magnetic variation was about 89 degrees at that time.  The maximum authorized crosswind component for takeoff or landing for C-54 aircraft is 26 knots.  The maximum wind velocity for a C-54 takeoff or landing is 50 knots.  That morning a strong arctic wind was gusting to 45 knots.  The maximum fuel load of 3500 gallons was in the eight wing tanks and there were twenty-four passengers and eight crewmembers onboard, however, that didn’t prevent the nose wheel from sliding laterally on the ice-covered taxiway, or preventing the aircraft from being rocked back and forth by the strong arctic wind from the southeast.  I was somewhat concerned by the existing hostile wind conditions and felt that the twenty-four passengers probably shared my feelings.  

There was a DC-6 ahead of us on the runway; onboard was the Air Force Chief of Staff, General Nathan F. Twining.  Suddenly, the pilot of the DC-6 called the Thule tower and cancelled his flight plan.  General Barcus heard the DC-6 pilot in his headset and watched as the larger aircraft turned and started back towards base operations.


General Barcus spoke just loud enough to be heard by those of us in the forward part of the cockpit.  “I’ll show them [the DC-6 crew] how to do it.”  My immediately impression was this would be a rare opportunity for the general to impress his boss.  He turned his head towards me and said, “Milton, go back and tell five of those overweight colonels to get their asses up here immediately to hold the nose down.”  I went back and ‘recruited’ five colonels.  When the five had gathered behind the flight engineer’s seat, General Barcus turned his head towards them and said, “When I shout ‘NOW’, get back to your seats faster than you ever thought possible.”

Then with a quick glance at Captain Anderson he asked, “Ready Andy?”  Captain Anderson replied, “Yes, sir,” and radioed Thule tower that 9076 was ready for takeoff.  Thule tower responded with, “Roger 9076, cleared for takeoff.”  The general’s left hand was gripping the nose wheel steering wheel, his right hand was on the throttles.  The co-pilot held a forward pressure on the control column including some aileron displacement because of the crosswind.  The general moved the throttles up to partial power then released the brakes.  He then advanced the throttles rapidly to maximum power.  Under normal conditions when a C-54’s ground speed reaches 43 knots, the rudder begins to control the aircraft’s direction.  It was but a few moments when Captain Anderson called out “40 knots.”   The wind velocity had shortened the time when the rudder took effect.  The general’s right hand stayed on the throttles until 9076 had passed 83 knots IAS.  His left hand then shifted from the nose wheel steering to the control column, and with a light pressure unloaded the nosewheel.

Moments later when 9076 was slightly below take off speed, the general shouted ‘NOW’, and the five colonels turned and ran back to their seats.  I could hear fading shouts of “GO” and “HURRY,” as the five pushed and shoved one another down the narrow passage along the left side of the airplane.  The C-54 was suddenly airborne in a ‘crab’ attitude.  The general was maintaining a flight path rather than the aircraft heading.  The general called for “gear up”, and when 9076 had reached power-off stalling speed, he called “raise flaps.”  The general reduced the throttles to METO power as 9076 had reached the climb speed of 130 KIAS in a very short time.


Sergeant Gail later told me that two colonels made it to their seats; the other three found the laps of other passengers.  I suspect the crew of the DC-6, and perhaps General Twining himself, watched our takeoff.  Thule tower called us after we were airborne, “9076, nice job.”  I noticed a grin on the general’s face when we received the tower’s transmission.  I breathed an internal sigh of relief.  Captain Anderson was an aggressive pilot himself, and such a take off was just another take off to him.  I believe the twenty-four passengers were greatly relieved when the Thule runway was below and behind us.

We made many landings and take offs in gusting wind conditions while flying throughout the Northeast Air Command.  I heard several NEAC pilots remark that flying in the Northeast Air Command would be a great reference to put on your airline pilot’s application. 

On one occasion while flying along the western coast of Greenland, a gust of wind was so intense, that 9076 was turned more than 80° off her original heading!  The general, seemingly unnerved said out loud, “Whoa, come back here,” and with both hands on the wheel turned the aircraft back to it’s original heading.

General Barcus was a ‘gutsy’ pilot in a very robust flying environment.

